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CORSAIR VENGEANCE™ MEMORY 


DESIGNED FOR INTEL® 2ND 


GENERATION CORE™ PROCESSORS 


Be —————— 
| 
12001 i 
corse AX 3 | 
| 
em OBSIDIAN. = 
AX1200W PSU 800D Full-Tower Case 


Incredible Efficiency 

Completely modular cable system 
Up To 90% Energy Efficiency 
Multi-GPU Ready 

7-Year Warranty 


Drive Bays (x5) 5.25” 

(x4) 8.5” SATA Hot Swappable 
(x2) 8.5” Internal 

Cooling (x3) 140mm Fans 


Up to 4x 120mm Fans (not included) 


Expansion Slots 7 (+1 vent) 
2 Ac Warranty 


QLD 
Computer Alliance 07 3. 
Game Dude 07 3387 
IT & Support Direct 
Umart Online 


ARC Computers 
Aus PC Market 


02 9748 8322 arc.com.a 
02 9646 8000 ai 
02 9745 0877 ij 


JK International 
Megaware Computers 029698 1593 meg: 
MWAVE 1300 727 446 
Techbuy 02 9648 1818 te C WA 

AGT Austin Computers 08 9201 2788 


07 3369 3928 


Principal Computers 02 6223 2477 oprinc om. Netplus Computer 08-92427288 
NT PLE Computers 08 9309 4771 ¢ 
Palmerston Computers 08 89325 366 p l 


Aluminum Faceplate, Steel Structure 


FORCE SERIES F240 SSD 
2.5” MLC SSD (Solid State Disk) SATA II 
240GB Capacity 

285MB/s Read - 275MB/s Write Speeds 
Sandforce Controller and MLC NAND Flash 
Background Garbage Collection 

3-Year Warranty 


vic 


au CentreCom 
Computers & Parts Land 


PC Case Gear 


Scorpion Technology 


TAS 


Office Equipment Warehouse 03 6272 6272 o 
Taspro Computers 
Principal Computers 


DESIGNED FOR PERFORMANCE 


Using only carefully selected DRAM an¢ 
performance screening each module, eacl 
Vengeance memory kit is tuned to delive 
fantastic performance and value. Its unique hea 
spreaders not only look cool, they keep you 
memory cooler too, making them a great choic 
for overclocking. And all Vengeance memory kit 
are compatible with Corsair Airflow fans. 


_DESIGNED FOR COMPATIBILITY 


Vengeance modules run at 1.5V for maximu 

compatibility with all Intel Core i3, i5 and i 
processors, as well as AMD's full range of Pheno 

Il processors. Vengeance modules also include 
an XMP profile so it’s easy to get maximu 

memory performance from your system. 


DESIGNED FOR STABILITY 


Like all high-performance memory from Corsair 
Vengeance modules undergo rigorous testing 
before being assembled, ensuring you'll get rock 
solid stability out of the box. Plus, Vengeancé 
is backed by a limited lifetime warranty anda 
Corsair’s legendary service and support. 
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H70 HYDRO COOLER 
High-Performance Hydro CPU Cooler 
Maximum cooling performance 

Zero maintenance 

Outstanding heat dissipation 

Twin Speed controlled 120mm fans 
2-Year Warranty : 


WWW.CORSAIR.CO 


SA 

Allneeds Computers 08 8211 866 

03 8542 8688 Getright Computers 08 8231 0622 ¢ 
03 9551 0889 1 MATS Systems 08 8186 2110 1 
1300 726770 sc ( J PC Plus 08 8262 7134 5 


1300 007 600 ce 


AUCKLAND 
ut Computer Lounge 093684818 c 
03 6424 1911 DTC 09623 4988 ¢ 
03 6235 5010 iu Playtech 09 415 1020 
XP Computers 09 529 9196 


EDHEAD 


Is it upgrade time... Ah. 


| Well, that was embarrasing. Sandy Bridge release. The actual CPUs 
We spent our editorial last issue themselves are fine, but an overreliance 
pretty much in praise of upgrading, and — on older SATA II architecture in the new 
more specifically — getting in the on the range Sandy- Bridge motherboards 
bandwagon of hot new technology. saw the entire desktop range of boards 
And, then, that hot new technology recalled. 
turned around and bit us in the arse. We Thankfully, we hadn't gotten around to 


explain why in a little bit more detail in LOG- _ the big upgrade grind, but we know a lot 
IN on page 7, but suffice to say, Intel more Of Atomicans were building new systems 


or less screwed the pooch with its new as soon as they could. Thankfully, all the 
vendors concerned have announced a 


full exchange program for the range of 
boards. 

And that’s what we're curious about. 

As you read this, those new boards 
should be coming into shops and 
becoming available for replacement. 
We'd love to know how the process 
goes for you guys — this is a pretty major 
development for the enthusiast space, so 
we're curious know how smooth (or not) 

the entire thing is. 

So tell us your stories of Sandy 
Bridge woe — email me, or leave a 
message on the forums or Facebook. 

Oh well... back to the drawing 
board... 


David Hollingworth 
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Epic Silicon Fail 


A flaw ina SATA support chip leads Intel to announce a $700 


million recall of Sandy Bridge parts. This is not an oops... it’s an 
ARRRGGHHHHHHH!!! 


Just a few days after we signed off on last 
issue, an issue where we sung the praises 
of Intel’s new Sandy Bridge platform, some 


rather... dispiriting news dropped on our desk. 


Basically, Intel cocked it up. 

On the 31st of January, Intel announced 
the following: “As part of ongoing 
quality assurance, Intel Corporation has 
discovered a design issue in a recently 
released support chip, the Intel 6 Series, 
code-named Cougar Point, and has 
implemented a silicon fix. In some cases, 
the Serial-ATA (SATA) ports within the 
chipsets may degrade over time, potentially 
impacting the performance or functionality 
of SATA-linked devices such as hard disk 
drives and DVD-drives.” 

Kind of important stuff, but Intel sprang 
smartly into action. It’s reported that it was 
already manufacturing replacement Cougar 
Point chipsets, and that new parts would 
start flowing to manufacturers in February 
ramping up into April. 

The real bite was felt by all those 

- who had already invested heavily in the 
platform - motherboard manufacturers, 
system builders and consumers alike. 

Intel stated that the flawed parts had 

only been shipping since January 9, and 
that it impacted relatively few consumers. 
However, that means that it’s early 
adopters and enthusiasts who were hurt 
most — exactly the consumer demographic 
Intel does not want to upset. 


All the major motherboard manufacturers, 
including GIGABYTE, ASUS and MSI were 
quick to inform customers and retailers alike 
of the issue, and to provide guarantees that 
compromised parts could be exchanged 
once new hardware was available. At the 
time of the incident, this was expected to 
be around April, but there’s every change 
that motherboards featuring the new B3 
stepping of the affected chipset will be 
shipping as you read this. 

If you do have motherboard bought 
beforehand, though, contact your point of 
purchase. 

The costs to Intel are impressive, but 
really only a blip on its annual earnings. 
First quarter revenue was expected to drop 
by about $300 million, while the recall’s 
total cost was reported — at first - to be 
$700 million. However the full cost has 
likely rapidly ballooned beyond that, given 
the extra effort that Intel’s motherboard 
partners have had to go to to resolve this. 

So if you’re wondering why there’s no 
new Sandy Bridge boards on review this 
issue... that’s why. We had a stack to look 
at... sucks to be an early adopter. 


You said: 

jdog: “now this is the reason to stay one 
step BEHIND in tech... “ 

Daz80: “I can hear AMD popping the 
champagne corks.” 
http://www.atomicmpc.com.au/?246709 


Dragon Age: Atomica - our fanvid! 


Atomic’s caught the fan-vid bug. We may not have Felicia Day, but we do 
have our very own epic Dragon Age adventure! 


Atomic’d gotten into the moviemaking business, 


and made a film. Not just any film, however — 
we made a Dragon Age fan film with a unique 
twist. At the end of each part, site readers got 
to choose what happened next. Dragon Age is 
an RPG about choice and consequence after 
all, so we thought our video should reflect that. 


As well as having lots of swords and action, 
of course! 

And now it’s complete — you get to watch 
the final three parts of the video all combined 
into one awesome little action movie. You 
might even recognise a few faces, as a mess 
of people from the office pitched in to help us 
make it. 

So go to the site, and search for “Dragon 
Age fanvid”; make sure to watch it in 720p, too. 
In the words of Josh the Video Guy “because 
it's awesome and whainot”. 


SceptreCore: “Dave always did look like Lord 
Elrond with that long hair...” 
Weaselfeet: “Absolute gold.” 


MAXIMUM POWER GOMPUTING 


FROM ATOMIC 


ONLINE 


It's time to play the music! 


It's time to light the lights! 


It's time to meet the Muppets on the... 

no, wait, that's wrong. But it is a mighty 
celebratory time nonetheless as we 
approach the end of another month, are 
about to finish another issue of the mag, 
and so turn our thoughts to the best that 
Atomic has had to offer. Not only that, but 
it’s time for someone to earn some shiny 
new Razer gear! So brings the funz? Who's 
post reins supreme? 


MrFriendly! And his excellent post mixing 
curiously Vulcan philosophy with tech 
support. 
hitp://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/ 
index.php?showtopic=401 14 


Bravo! But the Friendster is not alone — he 
stands with greatness at his shoulders... 


Kung Fu Hung-Su kicks off an interesting 
discussion about game worlds: 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/ 
index.php?showtopic=39792 


smakme/7/75/7 delivers the goods on 
Bitlocker on SSD. 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/ 
index.php?showtopic=40005&st=0&p= 
801718&#entry801718 


And, finally, Virt shows us just how wrong 
we are (on physics anyway). 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/ 
index.php?showtopic=39985 


Thanks a lot guys — a gloriously eclectic 
month indeed! Huzzah! 


MOD MATTERS 


with Ashton “One Mod To Rule Them All” Mills 


X-Tended 


Game X3 - Terran Conflict 
URL www.thexuniverse.com 


B= in the day when X and its successors 
hit the scene we were wowed with Elite- 
esque gameplay and stunningly beautiful visuals. 
For a while its built-in benchmark was the test 
de jour for hardware magazines and websites, 
and while other space exploration games later 
hit the scenes it Kept a loyal following. 

X-Tended takes that popular base and, well, 
extends it. Actually no, it’s more like an overhaul 
both reworking the original game and adding 
a ton of extra content — the manual alone is 
30MB (and beautifully designed). 

Prime among the changes are a complete 
reworking of ship and weapon balance; a 
whole new asset management system; new 
weapons, wares and ships (64 new ships, in 
fact!); and of course new missions. It goes 
much further though, greatly tweaking elements 
like enemy and NPC Al, inter-faction behaviour, 
race economies, shipyards and random facets 
like asteroids and pirates. Add to this great 
new features (and to name just two: Ship 
Shockwaves, which can cause damage to hulls 
and shields from an exploding ship; and Trade 
Statistics, which records every transaction in 


the universe) and you've got a substantially fighting/trading/universe domination then X3 

revitalised X38 game. And all of it, too, is with X-Tended is about as good as it’s going to 

controllable from an in-game interface. get for the genre. | don’t know about you, but 
If you never wanted to get into the grind I've just finished dusting off my copy. _ 

that is EVE, but love a bit of space exploration/ Lock the hatch, | may be a while. (€ 
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MOD MATTERS Wiieleint 


Game Half Life 2 
URL www.moddb.com/mods/comatose 


Rare 


Ox 4éprT. Y Mens cHABHO poe 


B lood. Yours, and it’s leaking out. You’ve 
just woken up, and you're dying. 
Welcome to Comatose. 

Now granted, puzzle mods like this aren't 
everyone's cup of... (insert your favourite highly 
caffeinated — or alcoholic, if that’s your thing 

— beverage) but they mix up the sometimes 
repetitive FPS fare upon which the Half Life 
genre was based. Nothing wrong with said fare, 
but a change is as good as a holiday, they say. 
Which is why Portal is the shiz. 

So, Comatose starts with you waking up 
in aroom, bleeding to death. Forget shooting, 
winning, or even exploring. You have seconds 


left to live, and, above all else, you have to 
figure out what to do about it. 

This start to the game actually works really 
well — you're tense and fervently involved from 
the outset, without a Combine or headcrab 
in sight. And what do you do? | won’t spoil 
it but | will say it’s painfully hard at first, and | 
died more than once before figuring it out (oh, 
okay, | cheated, and found a hint guide). So a 
little advice for when you start out: admire the 
paintings. Maybe press on them a little, if you 
feel so inclined, and then think about what you 
could mix to make explosives. Later, in the next 
room, see what's on top of the fridge. 


PEE S 
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MAXIMUM POWER COMPUTING 


PATCH 
NOtCeS 


Starcraft 2: Wings of Liberty Patch v1.2.1 
Battlefield 2142 Patch v1.51 [Final] 


Word of Warcraft Patch v4.0.6 
to v4.0.6a Manual MPQ 


Starpoint Gemini Patch v1007 
Two Worlds 2 Patch v.1.2 


The Sims 3 Patch v1.18.9.009002 
to v1.19.44.010002 


Need for Speed: Hot Pursuit Patch #2 


EVE Online Incursion Patch 
v214372 to v221279 


Eventually you'll be able to stop the bleeding, 
find weapons, and the story develops. The 
colour scheme for the mod is a little different to 
what you’d expect, but it helps set it apart. And 
the pulsing, bloodshot eye overlay when you're 
bleeding is a nice effect. 

About the only thing to let it down is some 
of the translations, but as the author is Russian 
and English isn’t his forte, it’s to be expected 
and easy to overlook. But make sure you 
do read the text - these are hints on how to 
proceed. 

If you like hard puzzles set to time limits, 
Comatose is worth downloading. 


GEARBO 


All the coolest gadgets & gear. 


ewsonic Pro8200 
ome Theatre 


<—_ 


Website: www.viewsonic.com.au 
’ Let’s face it: going to the movies would be 

~ great, if it wasn’t for all the other people in the 
world, what with their coughing and their talking 
and their ... general existing. 

Thankfully, if you’ve got the space and the 
money, Viewsonic’s Pro8200 high definition home 
theatre projector is here to help. With its 4,000:1 
contrast ratio, 2,000 lumens, long-life eco-friendly 
bulbs, and fancy multi-format support, it makes it 
even easier for you to get the movie going experience at 
home, away from the teenagers and families and all those 
other people that make the real thing just so unappealing. 

Now, if someone would just perfect the art of movie 
popcorn for the home market, we’d be completely won over. 


Steelseries Siberia 
Neckband Headset 


Price:TBA Website: www.steelseries.com.au 

If there are two things that the kids out there seem to love at the 
moment, it’s big, fat, fancy headphones, and perfectly coiffed hair. 
And this is why Steelseries have come up with the Siberia Neckband 
Headset. It delivers all the musical notes you could possibly require 
through two very generous and very shiny cups, but without messing 
up that ‘do that you’ve probably spent most of a morning getting into 
perfect position. 

The Siberia plays happily with all the various iDevices you can dream 
of, but also comes with a built-in retractable microphone, so there’s 
gaming potential - although who really needs to look this cool when 
no-one’s looking at you? Hmm? 


Netgear Push2TV HD Adapter 


Price: TBA Website: www.netgear.com.au 

Like iPod docks and movie-themed mice, it’s getting to be near impossible to turn around 
without being smacked — and hard — in the face by another device designed to make your TV 
into something special. Not that it’s not special enough already, what with it’s ability to bring us 
wonderful stories from all over the world in vivid colour, but, as we’re fast discovering, there’s 
always room for improvement. 

The Push2TV HD connects up to your TV and allows you to stream shows and movies and 
whatever else you may so choose directly from your laptop, wirelessly and without the need for a 
whole wireless network set-up. 

If, like us, you have a whole world of entertainment living in your laptop, you'll find this useful 
enough to forgive it for that fat lip it gave you as a hello. 
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‘Acer Revo 100 


Price: TBA Website: www.acer.com.au 
It’s not often that we’d recommend a Media Centre — or any other bit 
of kit, really — purely based on the sexiness of its remote control. Then 
again, it’s not often we meet a remote control this sexy, either. At first 
glance, it’s just a black block with some letters on it, but it’s actually a 
wireless multi-touch touch-pad that can be used to control everything 
the Revo does. And when it’s done doing that, it slides neatly and 
elegantly into the unit itself, to charge and keep itself safe from being 
lost down the back of the couch. 

And the rest of the Revo isn’t too shabby either. It’s got all the usual 
media centre bells and whistles - HDMI out, USB in, a 500GB WD 
hard drive, DVB-T tuner - all wrapped up in a sleek, slim box with a 


Blu-ray player and some very shiny copper-coloured trim. Joyst i Cc k- IT i Pa d Arcad e Stick 


Which all makes us sound very superficial, which we’re not. Usually. 
Price: SUS24.95 Website: www.thinkgeek.com.au 


Gaming on the iPad is something that most of us — Hollingworth 
aside - still aren’t completely sold on. But what if you could combine 
the power, aesthetic and shiny-shiny screen of the iPad with the old- 
school fun of joystick controls? Well, now you can! The Joystick-IT 
may not look like much, but attaching it to your iPad screen (stop 
freaking out, Thinkgeek assure us that it will not damage the screen) 
gives you arcade-style control over everything that goes on. Attach 
two for dual-thumb flicking awesomeness! 

If you’re not on team iPad, this’ll work on anything with a 
capacitive touch screen — including Android stuff - so no-one needs 
miss out on feeling like a kid with his first C64 all over again. Win! 


Canon EOS 600D 


Price: TBA Website: www.canon.com.au 
Every time Canon bumps their entry-level range of DSLRs up another 50 titular 
points, | am seriously tempted to update my beloved (and now rather dated) 
350D. And then | consider how frequently these updates seem to happen, and | 
decide to hold off. Again. 

But if, unlike me, you didn’t take the DSLR plunge some years back — when 
seven megapixels were a lot and you actually had to look through the viewfinder 
to see what you were photographing - then this little beast might just be the thing 
that wins you over. Eighteen megapixels. HD video. A flippy-out screen. Creative- 
art filters that put Hipstamatic to shame. And lots more. 

Or you could hold off and see what the 650D offers ... 
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A es is something more sacred, and more 
important than technology. Without it, there 
wouldn't be any of this. There would be no 
Atomic. There certainly wouldn't be paper and 
there wouldn't be language to print on it. There 
would be no reality, much less virtual reality. It’s 
the most special thing in our existence really, It 
is Our existence. We are of course, talking about 
the amazing machine that is the human being. 
This month is not a biology lesson — there 
will be no Loops of Henle or Circles of Willis. 
We're going to look at how humans and their 


interactions have shaped the technological world. 


People can do amazing things alone, and even 
more amazing things together. We want to tap 
into some of that this month. 


It began with a BBS 


Green and black slowly refreshing displays, 
pizza and copious amounts of carbonated cola 
beverages — this pretty much summed up the 
beginning of the connected community. The 
BBS or Bulletin Board System was the brainchild 
of IBM sales specialist, Ward Christensen. Ward 
was the first man to ever put an interactive 
terminal session ‘online’ for people to ‘dial in’ to 
over MODEM systems and telephone lines as 

a community resource. From the early 1970s 

to the mid 1990s, people would huddle around 
these devices en-masse. The mainstays of the 
BBS were binary transfers (file sharing, of a sort), 
text-based chat systems and MUDs (Multi-User 
Dungeons). 
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BEING HUMAN 


Before we stray too far down that technical 
path, we’re focusing on what people did here, 
not what the technology itself did. MUDs and 
BBSs evolved from being lonely unintelligent 
places of mono-directional interaction fairly 
quickly, into persistent green and black ASCIl 
worlds. MUDs in their initial development were 
relatively static and entirely scripted because the 
interactions a human had with them (despite 
being a ‘multi user’ dungeon) were one way. You 
began with a story, and you had the ability to 
pick a path and make some decisions. Other 
users connected to the same terminal sessions 
of that MUD had no impact upon your destiny 


Telnet british-legends.com 


Pn 
Path. 


r complex bundle of wetware... 


or outcomes. Things started to change however 
when sufficient complexity was built into these 
script engines and multiple users could have 
interactions within the terminal session. For 

the first time, you could be in a dungeon, with 
another user in the same dungeon and be aware 
of each other's presence. This was, make no 
mistake, a big deal. 

The first interactive game of any significance 
was the seminal Zork, later ported to FORTRAN 
running on DEC systems in 1978. It was, 
comically and somewhat predictably, found 
running on ARPANET. Taxpayer dollars were 
once again funding fun and generally geeky 


You are standing on a path which leads off a road to the north, to a cottage 


south of you. To the west and 
‘aid 
Flower garden. 


east are separate gardens. 


You are in a well-kept garden. There is an unexpectedly sveet smell here and 


you notice lots of flowers. 


To the east across a path there is more garden. 


You are standing on the edge of a cliff surrounded by forest to the north and 


a Kiver to the south. A chill wind blows up the unclimbable and unscaled 
heights. At the base of the |cliff you can just make out the shapes of jagged 


rocks 
peu 


As you approach the edge of |the cliff the rock starts to crumble. Hurriedly 
you retreat as you feel the ground begin to give way under your feet? 


leap 


You are splattered over a very large area, or at least most of you 
is. The rest. of your remains are, even now, being eaten by the seagulls 


<especially your eyes). 
might have decided not to jump! 
Persona updated. 

Mould you like to play again? 


A classic MUD session, with a text driven adventure. 


If you’d have looked properly before you leaped you 
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You can give your name or ‘gameinfo' below. 


BEING HUMAN 


‘gameinfo' is especially useful for 


beginners and recommended reading for all interested. 


Webpage: http://www. genesismud. org 


Gamedriver version: 
Mudlib version 


Please enter 


CD.06.02 Mar 26 2010 22:48:12 
CD.01.01 Aug 27 2009 22:49:22 - Update 455 


The first LPMud, from 1989 - an amazing use of what we know today as a virtual machine. 


shenanigans that would mean something bigger 
for us all in the long run. 

The MUD took an interesting turn in terms of 
technological development in 1989 when Lars 
Pensj6 created his LPMud, effectively creating 
one of the world’s first portable virtual machines 
for running dungeons on anything that could 
execute C-code. The sheer number of people 
that wanted to run a MUD was growing daily — 
and Pensj6 had an answer to make it simple and 
attractive for all comers. It (perhaps) goes without 
saying, that without these developments, we'd 
never have had the MMORPG's we know, love 
and obsess over today. This however, brings up 
an entirely different aspect of computing — with 
the human being as the protagonist. 


The psychology 
And so it was, that humans could band 
together digitally and go on quests, share a 
sense of camaraderie and even form life-long 
relationships as a result of online communication. 
Along with this, as a direct impact of the 
increasing use of MUDs, came the theory 
that users could cultivate different identities in 
these electronic environments. Research by 
several social-sciences experts went a step 
further in suggesting that various factors in 
these MUDs provided more than just a form 
of communication for users, creating a kind 
of presence. The key difference was this: we 
now had a way to be someone, something or 
somewhere we were not — and convincingly. 


Determining 
our identity online 


Nobody would deny that at some point we 
have seen or perhaps indulged ourselves in a 
different way of behaving online, compared to 
the ‘real’ world. Scanning through many forums 
will quickly show the different ‘classes’ of users 
and their respective personality traits jumping 
off the page. Such personalities then go on to 
form niches, enclaves and sub cultures within 
the forum hierarchy. These sub cultures and 
niches themselves can demonstrate some of 
the most positive traits in humanity but, on 
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the flip side, also some of the most negative. 
The blindingly obvious examples of 4-chan 
and SomethingAwful forums are an example 
of places where great positive motivation 

and sheer mass can lead to movements 
(anonymous, for one) against social inequity or 


of questions with an associated scoring formula 
that creates a classification for players of online 
games (such as MMORPG’s). The test was 
devised in 1996 by Richard Bartle in a research 
paper, and finally implemented in 2000 by Erwin 
Andreasen and Brandon Downey. http://www. 
gamerdna.com/quizzes/bartle-test-of- 
gamer-psychology 


The theory behind flaming 
There is a great deal of do-gooding and 
enjoyment to be had online, but more often than 
not, you'll find plenty of hatred and anti-social 
behaviour, too. Ask a question with an ‘obvious’ 
answer, insult somebody (even if accidentally), 
talk about politics, bring up the war, disrespect 
another person's religion... and you're likely 

to start yourself a brush fire that can quickly 
wind up a fire storm. The behaviour of some 
individuals on forums should unequivocally 

not be tolerated. In other situations, the lines 
and boundaries are ill defined. Jay Forrester, 

a systems engineer and scientist from MIT, 
suggested that the interpretation taking place in 
the mind of a person having an online debate, 


Scanning through many forums 
will quickly show the different ‘classes’ of users 
and their respective personality traits... 


injustice. Conversely, it can lead to the depraved, 
concerning and morally bankrupt outputs we 
won't mention — for fear you'll Google it and end 
up regretting we ever mentioned it. Atternpts 

at categorising our personalities online have 
taken place for many years now. It’s the research 
topic of many of the world’s most prominent 
social-science professors and research groups. 
The Bartle Test of Gamer Psychology is a series 


—_ 


discussion or all out screaming match is a non 
trivial thing. One of the core reasons Forrester 
suggested for irrational online behaviour was 
the fuzzy, incomplete and imprecisely stated 
nature of typed discussion. We might be taking 
things out of context, without background 
information, or even misinterpreting the words 
and conversation flow of others simply because 
we can’t see them and interpret the many non 
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Unreal Tournament Z0o4 lends incontrovertible Proot 
+o John Grolrie\'S Grrearer Lorecnet Feckwad Theory. 


Norma\ Peson 


Anonymity Audience 


Totol Feckwad 


©2004 Mike Kreivik and Sorry Holkins 


An apt and probably 99 per cent accurate description concerning the effects of anonymity on normal people. 


verbal cues we normally would in a face to 

face conversation. Even when a single, simple 
topic is being discussed, each participant in the 
conversation employs a different mental model 
to interpret the subject. 

Online conversations often involve a big ol’ 
bunch of assumptions and motives that are 
entirely unique to each individual user. Without 
any social context, users are often in the dark 
in trying to understand the intentions of their 
counterparts. An example of this is a user 
starting a forum thread with the subject: “Gosh, 
don't you hate the Labor party at the moment?” 
This could provoke a full spectrum of responses 
from those in support of the statement, to those 
ready to rip the jugular from the OP. For all we 
know however, based upon this information 
alone, the user might be a strong supporter of 
the Labor party, and maybe he/she feels one 
specific point or action of a particular politician 
has challenged or damaged his/her opinion of 
the party. 


Anonymity 

All jokes aside, anonymity does play tricks on 
the mind. It gives us a false sense of power 
and safety. This lack of social context and 

poor awareness of the intended meanings of 
the words we exchange are fruit of the same 
tree as the very anonymity we enjoy. It all 
serves to create this feeling of insulation from 
punishment or retribution. It doesn’t matter if 

a person misbehaves because they perceive 
no real life consequences. It may take several 
more generations of communication on the 
Internet before we realise that even if we're being 
horrible to our peers, they are still our peers, 
and have emotions and feelings that translate 
to their offline selves. The problems with this 
zero consequences attitude become apparent 
when these behaviours cross over into the real 
world. Perhaps there is hope. There are sites 
springing up that prove consequences do exist, 
such as http://theantibogan.wordpress. 
com (beware: reading may lead to rapid injury 
of faith in humankind). This collection of rants, 
missives and posts from social networking sites 
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seeks to expose the perpetrators of some of the 
worst racist acts online for all to see, including 
employers, supervisors, and recruitment 
agencies. You’re never truly anonymous if you’re 
a social networker. 


When online goes offline 

In a 2007 paper by Jonathan E. King from the 
University of California, the authors explain their 
study into the effect Internet gangs are having 
on real life violence and the correlation between 
the two. They are careful to say that there isn’t 
much data out there on this kind of scenario, 
but do state that in a survey conducted, a 
response of 25 per cent of gang members used 


the Internet more than four hours per week 

for the explicit purpose of communication with 
other gang members with the intent of gang 
organisation. Most enlighteningly, 70 per cent of 
those surveyed suggested it was easier to make 
friends and gain acceptance on the Internet than 
in real life. The influence that anti-social peers 
can exert on others through the use of social 
media was highlighted in 2005 with a wave of 
‘Happy Slapping’. It revolved around an individual 
running around with a mobile phone equipped 
with a camera, assaulting an unsuspecting victim 
and then posting the results on the Internet for 
LOLs. It became increasingly common and 
increasingly violent, to the point of death. Social 
media and the mass spectacle of the Internet 
have much to answer for. 


The scene 
All those jokes about IRC newbies trying to find 
their way onto 0-day topsites and private FTP 
dumps aside, the scene represents an amazingly 
complex and organised achievement of people 
and pipes. The social arrangements, hierarchy 
and group dynamics of the piracy groups of 
the Internet is a fascinating and in-depth topic. 
These groups are a community of people 
dedicated to a common cause, not unlike a 
small farming community in a rural town, or a 
church congregation who gather for worship, 
or a nation incensed, determined to topple a 
leader who's been there for 30 years through 
mass protest and demonstration. While we 
recognise that the vast majority of the scene is 
about piracy and has an established hierarchy 


The social arrangements, hierarchy 
and group dynamics of the piracy groups of 
the Internet is a fascinating and in-depth topic. 
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Xonar Xense Premium Gaming Audio set 


118d0B SNR rating, 

Embrace clarity for the win with EMI shields 
Acoustics powered by Precision acoustics for gamers, 

Sennheiser partnership for acoustic quality assurance 
[7| SENNHEISER RRP: $380 


BIS] 


10 Times clearer than Onboard Audio, 107dB SNR rating, 116dB SNR rating, 116dB SNR rating, 
Headphone AMP, 7.1 channel DTS surround sound, Complete Dolby Feature set, Complete Dolby Feature set, 
5.1 surround sound delivered by Jack-sensing front panel connect Support EAX 5.0 for gaming, Support EAX 5.0 for gaming, 
Dolby headphone. RRP: $70 PCI-E PCI 

RRP: $40 . ; RRP: $115 RRP: $110 
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(Release Groups > Top Sites > Couriers > Sites 
> Leechers), a bright side to the scene emerged 
long ago. 

With all talented reverse engineers comes 
some creativity and inventive streak. As such, 
from the scene, the demoscene was born. What 
started as a means to promote the group release 
name through some pretty artwork in as few 
kilobytes as possible quickly became an artistic 
expression, and then something far more. 

As a result of this, many groups formed for 
the sole purpose of creating amazing graphical 
demos in tiny executable packages, relying upon 
their assembler skills and knowledge of machine 
code/CPU register manipulation understanding. 
These groups have nothing inherently illegal 
about them and are merely in it for the social 
interaction, competition and friendly gatherings 
that now occur world over. 

This creative people-and machine-movement 
has become so strong that it has a long running 
website (www.scene.org) sponsored almost 
in totality by Disney/Pixar, such is the value 
and contributions to the film industry that these 
enthusiast ASM and low-level coders bring. 

It's hard to sum this up, this month. There’s 
so much colour, wonder and creativity in what 
we've done with our pipe of Os and 1s to our 


neighbours and our friends across the ocean. 
We've gone a step further now, by using the 
power of many minds (the wisdom of crowds?) 
to create crowdsourced applications to help 
relief efforts in disaster zones. Companies such 
as CrowdFlower, with their apt motto ‘Like 
cloud computing with people’ have built a full 
complement of APIs and tools whose duty is to 
coordinate human efforts and organise massive 
movements to achieve humanitarian tasks. Just 
as services like Amazon EC2 provide instant 
access to an ‘elastic compute’ cloud for you to 
crunch the big complex problems on, these APIs 
provide access to an ‘elastic crowd’ of humans, 
ready to undertake a task. Economically and 
scientifically, we're doing amazing things as 

a result of online communication too. We've 
assembled teams of hobbyists to build space 
craft ina way that NASA cannot afford to, and 
we've singlehandedly mapped more whole 
genomes distributed, than we have in any 
laboratories. 

Technology seems to be gluing us together 
and tearing us apart simultaneously. It’s a tool 
with potentially world-saving uses, and we use it 
to fling poo like monkeys. It’s an odd quandary 
that might go misunderstood for as long as our 
little planet exists. (=) JC 


Breakpoint 2010, the largest gathering of ASM coders and 
réverse engineers in the world, that all started because 
3 gme guys got sick of having to put the CD in the drive just 


ito, play a game! 
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THE DARK FLEET HAS LANDED! 


The next generation of Antec gaming cases are here! 

...and we've developed a fleet of ground-breaking new features including: 

© Bottom-mounted PSU isolates heat. © New Fleet-Swap™ drive design (position changeable) 
(Mounts standard size PSU or an Lockable access doors ensure security 


Ant lusive CP Seri er supply). 
STE led eR raat © External 2.5” hot-swap drive bay (SATA / SSD Compatibel 
© CPU cutout for easy installation of CPU coolers © Supports SuperSpeed USB 3.0 
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Dan Rutter brings the answers to 
your questions like no-one else can. 


I/O OF THE MONTH 


More drives! More 
video cards! 


| currently have a system built around 

“J moderate gaming system: Core i5 
750 (OCed), 4GB RAM (OCed), ATI 5770 
(OCed) and a RAID 0 boot setup (2x 1TB 
7,200). It’s the RAID | have a question about. 

With standard mechanical HDDs being so 
cheap and SSDs still currently not available 
for most users (speed vs price + size), could 
| upgrade my RAID 0 using 2x 1TB to a 4x 
1Tb and receive worthwhile speed benefits 
(along with lots more space that | need) 
for booting into Windows 7, using general 
applications and gaming? | don't like looking 
at loading screens! 

| know | don’t have to re-install from 
scratch if | make an image (I’ve done that 
already going from non-RAID to RAID 0) and 
| also have other external HDDs for backing 
up important files. If there is no real benefit 
| could just purchase a single 2TB HDD 
instead. I’ve done some research and there 
are mixed results with lots of people saying 
not to do it due to risk of data loss. 

Mainboard: ASUSTeK P7P55D-E PRO 

Current RAID HDDs: 2 x Samsung 1TB 
Spinpoint F3 SATA Il 7200RPM 32M 

On a side note, | was thinking of 
upgrading my 5770 to 2x 5770 just before 
Dragon Age Il is here, as | am using a 1900 
x 1200 screen and I'd like to turn all visuals 
to maximum settings. Any thoughts on 
whether | should, or instead purchase a 
single faster graphics card? 

Fabian Smith 


RAID 0 is not a great idea for an 

eJ everyday computer's boot device. 

This is because RAID 0 isn’t really RAID, 
a Redundant Array of Independent (or 
Inexpensive, depending on who you ask) 
Disks (or Drives) at all. It’s not ‘redundant’, 
but rather stripes data across however 
many drives you have in the ‘stripeset’. If 
any drive in an n-drive RAID 0 set dies, you 
lose every nth block of data, and the whole 
stripeset becomes unrecoverable. RAID O 
is even worse than JBOD, “Just a Bunch of 
Disks”, which joins drives end-to-end. 

RAID 0's limitations are okay for 
applications where you need lots of capacity 


and speed, but lower reliability isn’t a big 
problem. Video editing, some scientific 
computing — short-term caching of large 
datasets, generally. But to make RAID 0 a 
good idea in even those situations, you need 
a fast RAID controller. 

The RAID controllers on consumer boards 
have always been of the ‘fake-RAID’ type, 
where the actual controller hardware does 
barely more than a non-RAID controller can 
do, and all of the algorithmic heavy lifting 
for striping and mirroring and, for RAID- 
5-capable fake-RAID controllers, parity 
calculation, is done by a software driver. 

Fake-hardware-RAID is pretty robust 
these days, provided you can get a driver for 
your OS (Windows? Yes. Linux? Maybe.) but 
it doesn’t give you performance much better 
than that of pure software RAID — what you 
get if you set up a RAID set in your operating 
system (in Disk Management, for Windows), 
not in the RAID controller's own config utility. 

Nowadays, CPUs are fast enough that 
software or fake-hardware-RAID is adequate 
for many applications that used to require 
a ‘proper’ hardware RAID controller. But 
then again, consumer hard drives nowadays 
are so large and so fast, at least as far as 
sustained transfer rates go, that many tasks 
that used to require RAID no longer require 
it at all. 

The system performance hit of any kind 
of software RAID calculation used to be 
significant enough that software RAID or 
fake-hardware-RAID was only really useful 
for data protection (using some RAID level 
other than 0...) or making space for datasets 
that needed one big single “drive”. That 
performance hit is now also negligible, but 
you still shouldn’t expect a very impressive 
difference in system performance from even 
a four-drive RAID 0 stripeset driven by an 
expensive 3ware controller card, let alone 
fake-hardware-RAID or software RAID. 

And, again, if you’re sticking with RAID 0, 
then if any drive fails your whole boot device 
dies. Even if you have a recent whole-drive- 
image backup which you can easily restore 
onto a new boot device (this may be less 
than straightforward, if you’re trying to image 
a fake-RAID stripeset...), the death of your 
boot device will still substantially reduce your 


WINS A THERMALTAKE _ 
| CHALLENGER PRO KEYBOARE 


enjoyment of that day. If, like most people, you 
don’t have a full boot-device backup, then 
you'll be reinstalling everything from the OS up. 

It's perfectly possible that any given shiny 
new model of hard drive will turn out to have a 
five per cent first-year failure rate. Most drives 
do rather better than this, but it’s impossible to 
tell in advance. 

With a five per cent chance of failure, a four- 
drive RAID-O boot device is not a fantastic bet. 
Four chained 95 per cent-chance-of-survival 
probabilities give a total survival chance of 
81.5 per cent (not 80 per cent — http://bit.ly/ 
raid-death). 

At the moment, an SSD for a boot drive plus 
one or more big magnetic drives for bulk data 
(including large applications) is the clear value 
winner, if you want a snappy system. Before 
Flash-RAM SSDs were consumer-market 
products, high-speed magnetic drives like 
15,000RPM SCSI devices and Western Digital’s 
10,000RPM VelociRaptor SATA drives served 
the same function. 

The fastest spinning disks cut down seek 
speed as well as rotational latency by using 
small-diameter platters (VelociRaptors are 
essentially a 2.5in laptop drive bolted onto a 
3.5in heat sink), so even a VelociRaptor with 
its ‘mere’ 1O0KRPM rotational speed gives a 
clear improvement in system responsiveness 
compared with a normal 7200RPM drive. 

But nowadays this isn't a hugely attractive 
option, unless you need both moderately high 
speed and moderately high capacity for a 
more-than-moderately high price. As | write this, 
a 600Gb VelociRaptor will currently set you 
back about $400; that'll only buy you about a 
128Gb SSD, but it's enough for four formatted 
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The WD VelociRaptor. How 
are the mighty fallen. 


terabytes of ‘1.5Tb’ drives. 

If | were you, I’d carry on with my current RAIDed boot drive with 
my fingers crossed and save up for an SSD, or just buy a single new 
7200RPM drive, image the current boot device onto it and make it 
C:, then format the two 1Tb units and use them as data drives. If you 
don’t mind halving their capacity, mirror them onto each other (RAID 
1) for an underwhelming speed improvement and doubled reliability. 

(| might also, if | were you, save an eBay search for Gigabyte 
i-RAMs, just in case anybody in the world ever sells one of those with 
4Gb of RAM on it for a price not profoundly influenced by inexpensive 
freebase cocaine. Sticking 4Gb of swap on a RAM disk won't actually 
do a vast amount for system performance, but it’s more fun, and 
more reliable, than booting from a 4-drive RAID 0!) 

With regard to doubling up your graphics cards to show proper 
obeisance to Dragon Age II: 


THIS STATEMENT NOT APPROVED BY ATOMIC 
MAGAZINE’S MAJOR ADVERTISERS: 
Never upgrade your graphics card before you get a new game. 


Well, don’t do it unless you, for some reason (like, you're a scientist 
at an Antarctic base, and it’s winter), are unable to get a new graphics 
card any time you like. 

Get the game. Play the game. Determine whether the frame rate 
at acceptable prettiness-settings is good enough. Check to see 
whether the upgrade you're considering actually makes a significant 
difference, according to sagacious magazine reviewers and teenage 
early-adopters on Web forums. 

An exception can be made in the particular case when you're 
upgrading to something that’s already more than a year old, and 
therefore clearly stone-knives-and-bearskins technology, if the age of 
the hardware means you can get a new card very cheaply. 

AMD/ATI encourage this with their heterogeneous multi-card 
possibilities, that let you CrossFire together any combination of 
5700-series cards, or any combination of 5800-series cards, et 
cetera. If you can get an HD 5750 for $20, whatever performance 
improvement it gives you will probably be very good value. 

If you’re buying a new 5770 off the shelf for more than $150, 
though, the dollars-per-FPS ratio is likely to strongly favour saving up 
for a single newer product (perhaps a Radeon HD69x0 or GeForce 
GTX 560 Ti), rather than strapping older products together. 


1: Buy live crickets. 2: Fill victim’s PC. 
rr Software practical jokes are boring. Setting stupid system sounds, 
4 making the desktop a screenshot of itself, that sudden screaming 
skull thing. 
This year | want my computer April Fools stuff to have more meat. 
What kind of HARDWARE practical jokes are there? Computer- 
specific stuff, not just putting Vegemite in a DVD drive instead of on the 


windscreen wipers. 
(It's a shame that PSUs don't have that ‘110/220 switch on the back 


any more, isn’t it?) 
There are many possibilities. And, just as some jokers are happy to 
4 add Vegemite to wipers and door-handles while other jokers prefer 
filing the entire car with two-part foam, some jolly PC japes also 
demonstrate more... commitment to the celebration... than others. 

You could, for instance, carefully collect the dust bunnies from the 
entire office’s computers and lovingly transfer them to a single recipient. 

Or help keep your target safe from electrocution by adding insulation 
to the dangerous contacts on things like USB plugs, audio connectors or, 
for advanced jokers, whole expansion cards. 

Sticky tape can do this job, but clear nail polish is sturdier and harder 
to detect. 

(Note that if you cover all but the little x1 portion of a PCle x16 graphics 
card’s connector with tape or varnish, there’s a good chance the card will 
still work, but be strangely slow.) 

The sturdy 12V power rails in PCs that make it so easy to light up a 
computer case also allow you to run all sorts of other 12V gear. Like, say, 
the traditional ‘Taiwanese National Anthem’ Six Tone Car Alarm Siren. 
(Get one with a backup battery, so it'll keep screaming even when the 
PC's hastily turned off, or indeed when the siren’s been torn bodily from 
the case!) 

A little coil of nichrome wire sitting in a teacup full of water-based 
glycol smoke fluid will let your target settle in for a while, before his PC 
apparently catches fire. 

If you're impatient, though, note that model-rocket ‘electric match’ 
igniters will also work just fine from a PC's 12V! 

And never mind April Fools - it’s always the right time for an Etherkiller! 
(fiftythree.org/etherkiller) 


Adam Bonney 


All of this stuff lights from 12 
volts. Your move, creep. 
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DES Sot 


Ashton Mills has a look at the new kid on nthe blecke- sd it’ S a modder. 


W ell, that’s interesting. We have Steam 
providing what is clearly a providence 
among platforms for a plethora of games, and 
competition in the form of Stardock’s Impulse 
muscling in (successfully) on its territory. Some 
games on Impulse are even cheaper than on 
Steam. There are few other options like these 
two, and with good reason as the infrastructure 
to support this business model isn’t small. 


(with great titles such as Braid and World of Goo, 


for example). Which is great, as indie games 
don’t get enough exposure as it is. And prices, 
unlike on Steam, are listed in $AUD. 
Community is big with Desura (and arguably, 
a centre point given its ModDB source) and 
allows you, for example, to track and interact 
with both game and mod developers from your 
interface. Whereas Steam is strictly a sales 


Community is big with Desura... and allows you, for 
example, to track and interact with both game and 
mod developers from your interface. 


But all they are, of course, is an excellent 
centralised front-end to digital distribution of 
commercial games. And the odd demo. It’s a 
realm that’s only going to get bigger. 

But now here’s something different: Desura. 
It, too, is a front-end for digital distribution and 
it, too, is all about the games. It even looks like 
Steam in all the ways that matter (imitation is 
the greatest form of flattery et al). But it has one 
distinct difference - it’s all about the mods. Well, 
mostly. Desura is designed by the chaps at 
ModDB, one of the largest mod databases and 
communities on the net. They're also Aussies, 
not that you'd immediately know it. 

And it is, for want of a better description, 
essentially Steam for mods. It integrates a GUI 
front-end that allows you to browse and install 
a metric planet-load of mods but — and who 
can blame them for it — in addition to making it 
easier to find and install mods Desura can also 
be used to purchase games, just like on Steam, 
with the exception these games are mostly indie 
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channel, Desura seems to integrate gamers, 
modders and publishers more closely. 

And that's another interesting part of it - if 
you're a developer or modder it’s easy enough 
to release your work on the platform. If it’s a 
paid product, you can set the price. You can 
even set up auto-patching for updates, create 
and invite select beta-testing, and cultivate a 
mod community for it. It’s a publishing platform 
for every budding game developer out there, 
without trying to make it big-time with Valve. 

Perhaps cheekily, Valve games (and naturally, 
mods) are listed on Desura and while you 
cannot purchase them through it you can add 


links to manage them within Desura. It integrates 


well — if you add a Source mod, you will be 
prompted which user account under Steam you 
want it installed to. 

When | first found Desura | wasn’t sure it 
would have a place on my desktop. But, after 
playing with it, | have to admit it makes browsing 
and installing mods (at least from ModDB’s 


database) easier. And as a modder myself, while 
| so far have only published to game-centric 
sites (like Tesnexus and Fallout3nexus), Desura 
seems so well put together that I’m thinking of 
Giving it a go. 

If nothing else it is an interesting take, this 
distribution platform for mods. | don’t think it’s 
been done before. I'll be watching it closely, 
and if you regularly use or like to explore mods 
for games like | do, check it out at (no surprise) 
www.desura.com. (@ 
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It came onto the scene as Silicon and Synapse, produced some critically Scceameas. 
games and ports, and, with a few name changes, mergers, and the release’of the 
smash hit Warcraft, became one of the biggest players i in the games industry. | 
Tracey Lien spoke to the president and co-founder of Blizzard Entertainment to 
find out how their humble beginnings led to their current SUCCeSS. 


t's hard to imagine the gaming landscape without MMO 
giant World of Warcraft, RTS staple StarCraft, and the RPS 
Classic Diablo, but there was a time when these games were 
merely ideas — ideas that had no programming code behind 
them, no players or subscribers, and no multi-million dollar figures 
attached to their sales. It's even harder to imagine how three 
UCLA graduates L two of whom with absolutely no experience in 
game development — came to head what is now undoubtedly one 
of the biggest game development studios in the world. Blizzard 
Entertainment currently dominates the MMO market with more 
than 11 million subscribers to World of Warcraft and is a company 
synonymous with}some of the best RTS and RPG games of our 


time. And it all started with just three guys... 
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In the beginning... 

“We started the company after | graduated 
from UCLA in electrical engineering, and a 
good friend of mine, Allen Adham, came up 
with the whole idea of starting up a games 
company,” says Michael Morhaime, president 
and co-founder of Blizzard Entertainment. 

“Alan independently recruited me and Frank 
Pearce for this start-up venture, but neither of 
us knew much about game development. | 
loved computers and was really fascinated by 
the games industry; obviously | loved playing 
games, but! was also really driven by the 
desire to learn more about computers and 
programming and how to make games. And 
it was a learning experience for me in the 
beginning. Alan was our mentor and really 
taught us everything we needed to know.” 


Two of Blizzard’s founders: 
Mike Morhaime and Allen Adham. 


The three men started out small, naming 
their company Silicon and Synapse and 
offering the service of porting games to other 
platforms. Morhaime explains that in the 
early days, companies more successful than 
them would hire them to convert their games 
released on PC over to the Macintosh and 
Amiga systems, with one of their main clients 
being Interplay. But they also made their own 
games, including the critically acclaimed 
Rock n’ Roll Racing - which was awarded 
‘Best Driving Game of the Year’ in 1993 by 
Electronic Gaming Monthly - and The 
Lost Vikings. 

Even with these early successes under their 
belt, the team never expected the company to 
grow to the size that it is today - they weren’t 
thinking that far ahead. Back then, they only 
had one vision in mind: making great games 
and having fun doing it. This vision, while 
simple and straightforward, would come 
© shape the company in the years ahead. 

A name change saw Silicon and Synapse 
become Chaos Studios before settling on 
Blizzard Entertainment. 

Then came the mergers, of which there 
were many. First, they were bought by 
Davidson and Associates. Then CUC 
nternational took over, followed by Cendant, 
which was then followed by French publisher 
Havas, and in that same year Vivendi acquired 
Havas before merging with Activision. And 
Activision Blizzard was formed. With so 
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many mergers there was always the risk that 
Blizzard Entertainment would become diluted 
and scattered, but the vision that the company 
was founded on was what held it together. 

“We've really tried to insulate the company 
from all the mergers and have the various 
mergers not have a very big impact on the 
company at all,” says Morhaime. 

“To understand that, | think that you have 
to understand the first acquisition, which was 
by Davidson and Associates. That’s where 
Alan and | first sold the company and we 
had a verbal agreement with Bob and Jan 
Davidson, who were the majority stakeholders 
in Davidson and Associates. 

“Bob and Jan basically verbally assured us 
hat we'd be able to retain our autonomy and 
ull-creative control over the games we were 
making — basically nothing had to change 
from what we were already doing. They saw 
hat we knew how to make great games, 
that even back then we were being selected 
as Best Software Developer of the Year by 
Videogames Magazine, and so they said 
‘You guys know how to make games, so just 
continue doing what you're doing and you'll 
have access to our sales and distribution and 
fulfilment experience’ and we believed them. 
We didn’t get any of that in writing.” 

By the time Davidson and Associates were 
acquired by CUC, Blizzard Entertainment 
had already accumulated a track record of 
multiple number one selling games and a loyal 
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Macintosh port 


1992 


The Lost Vikings 


1992 


Rock N’ Roll Racing 


1993 


Shanghai Il: 
Dragon's Eye 
1994 


Mike Morhaime; Bob Fitch. 


following. They'd started building a strong 
reputation for their brand, which gave them 
more and more leverage to protect their 
autonomy from each new parent company 
that came along. 
“Our mission statement is ‘Dedicated 

to creating the most epic entertainment 
experiences ever’, and that is really what it’s 
all about,” says Morhaime. 

“For a long time we had this idea that we 
wanted our name to stand for something to 
gamers. We wanted it to stand for high quality 
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The world is not enough 

“The day that we launched World of Warcraft 
we drove down to the local Fry’s Electronics 
and | can tell you, while | was driving on the 
freeway, | was thinking to myself ‘Gosh, | really 
hope people show up to this event. | hope we 
publicised it enough. | hope they know about 
it. It's a midnight event — is anybody going to 
stay up? Do they even care about this game?’ 
Just wanting to know, because you just can’t 
know. And as | got to the off-ramp traffic was 


“\« While | was driving on the freeway, 
| was thinking to myself ‘Gosh, | really hope 
people show up to this event.” 


gaming, so that if somebody saw that a game 
was put out by Blizzard Entertainment, without 
knowing anything else about the game, they'd 
still choose to try it out. Sort of like the kind 

of reputation that Steven Spielberg has in 
movies, where you hear Steven Spielberg 

is involved in a project and you immediately 
know it’s going to be good. We wanted to 
have that, so we worked very hard to protect 
our brand image to make sure that we’re 
delivering a Blizzard-quality experience that 
lives up to the name.” 

As Blizzard Entertainment grew, so did its 
strong portfolio of games. Warcraft and all its 
sequels and expansions were incredibly well 
received by audiences, StarCraft was - and 
still is - played globally at a competitive level 
more than a decade after its initial release, 
and in 2004 Warcraft evolved and was taken 
in a direction that would secure Blizzard 
Entertainment’s position as the leading 
developers in the MMO genre. World of 
Warcraft launched and its success was near- 
immediate. Morhaime has described one of 
his high points at Blizzard as being the launch 
night of World of Warcraft. 


backed up getting off the freeway. There were 
all these cars and | saw the parking lot of Fry's 
and it was packed. | could even see it from 
the freeway. And | was thinking ‘Oh shit, did 
we schedule this as the same night as some 
other event that was happening?’” 

“You couldn't park within two blocks of Fry’s, 
and there were waves and waves of people 
walking to Fry’s and the line wrapped around 
the building twice and then wrapped around 
the entire parking lot and headed down the 
street, and at that moment | knew that this 
was going to be something big,” he says. 
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The enormous queue at his local Fry’s may 
have been a sign that the game was going to 
amass a lot of players, but it was no indication 
of just how big World of Warcraft was going 
to get. 

“The interesting thing about an online game 
like WOW is you don’t have to wait for the 
sales figures because we know every day how 
many people are playing and what we saw 
right from the start was the popularity of the 
game exceeding our expectations. And we 
had to actually stop shipping boxes to retail 
multiple times that first year just to Keep up 
with the demand from a server architecture standpoint. How did that make us feel? Well, 
it’s a good problem to have,” says Morhaime. 

“| made some predictions back before WOW 
launched. | went to lunch with the folks from 
Vivendi and | was trying to describe to them 
what | thought the potential was. Basically | 
predicted that we had the potential to achieve 
five million subscribers globally. | thought that 
was pretty ambitious at the time; they looked 
at me like | was crazy, but we’ve actually 
talked about it a few years ago and | always 
say to them: ‘Hey remember that time we 
went out to lunch - yeah you didn’t believe 
me?’ Now we're over 12 million around the 
world and | think we still have potential to 
grow even larger.” 

But this kind of success isn’t without its 
stresses and downsides. In the initial months 
following the launch of World of Warcraft, 
Blizzard Entertainment wasn’t able to 
provide all their players with stable gaming 
experiences because the infrastructure they 
had built could not handle the demand. It 

took them a year to catch up, with Morhaime 

saying that one of his low points at 

Blizzard was the realisation that the server 

architecture they were using for the MMO 

was not going to have enough capacity 
to support all their players. 

The rapid growth of World of Warcraft 
also meant that sacrifices had to be 
made along the way in order to give 

the game the support it needed — this 
included StarCraft: Ghost, a third-person 
shooter, being put on indefinite hold. 

“StarCraft: Ghost was a great idea for a 

game, a great concept, and it just ran into 

some very bad timing because while we 
were working on StarCraft: Ghost it was 
around the time that WOW launched and 
really took off,” says Morhaime. 
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Sam “Samwise” Didier, Art Director. 


“WOW was sort of a black hole that would 
suck in any resources that were available to 
help us scale-up the business and create 
content and catch up to the demand, so you 
can imagine if the StarCraft: Ghost team is 
trying to recruit a senior texture artist, and the 
WOW team is also trying to recruit a senior 
texture artist, and they both want to hire a 
person, guess who gets the person. And that 
was happening a lot.” 

“We really couldn’t provide the StarCraft 
Ghost team an environment where they could 
be successful because they were competing 
for resources all the time with WOW and 
they would never win. So ultimately we made 
the decision to put the product on indefinite 
hold and we reallocated the StarCraft Ghost 
resources to StarCraft 2 and WOW.” 

And will we be seeing StarCraft Ghost 
anytime soon? 


“| wouldn't hold your breath,” says Morhaime. 


The hard times 


On top of that Morhaime says that some 
difficult decisions have had to be made along 
the way to better a company that was growing 
so fast, one of which involved the closure of 
Blizzard North and relocating the Diablo III 
team to Irvine. He describes closing down the 
studio as being very difficult and emotional, 
but ultimately the right thing to do. 

Morhaime says that Blizzard is still growing 
and he sees potential for even more growth 
with their existing franchises. But what does 
this mean for new IP? As a company that has 
built itself on three franchises, what more can 
be done to three games that have already 
been around for so long, and how do they feel 
about starting a whole new game completely 
unrelated to anything they've done before? 

“There’s a huge amount of stress when we 
are working on something to make sure it lives 
up to our standards,” Morhaime says. 

“We have these three franchises and it’s a 
struggle because we want to really continue 
serving the communities that enjoy those 
franchises. If you look at StarCraft for instance, 
there was a twelve year delay between 
StarCraft 1 and StarCraft 2, which by any 
measure is a really long time, but the challenge 
is to make sure we’re providing enough focus 
and attention to each game that we put out, 
so we've resisted the urge to grow too many 
teams and spread our focus too thin.” 
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Warcraft Vs Warhammer 


There have been many rumours as to how Warcraft 
came to be, but few have been more accusatory 
than the claim that Warcraft was actually meant to be 
a Warhammer game. Rumour had it that Blizzard 
Entertainment was in talks with Games 
Workshop about creating a Warhammer 
videogame. For whatever reason, talks 
fell through after Blizzard had almost 
finished the game, and so they turned 
what they’d made into Warcraft. For years people 
have been drawing comparisons between the two 

games, but now Michael Morhaime has finally put the rumours to rest. 

“We pull our inspiration from all over the place, from a lot of the things that we’re 
passionate about: sci-fi, fantasy, film, etc. There were no discussions with the Warhammer 
guys, although we have a lot of respect for their work. But we also played a lot of Dungeons 
and Dragons and read a lot of Tolkien, and you see a lot of influences and references to 
things in our games, but we had no intention of ever doing a Warhammer game,” says 
Morhaime. 


pi) 


StarCraft: Brood War 


1998 


| Warcraftll: 
“There were never discussions between Blizzard and Games Workshop to do a Battle.net Edition 
Warhammer game.” ie 


So how did the team at Blizzard Entertainment feel when the rumours emerged that F Di ablo il 
they’d taken ideas from the Warhammer universe? E 2000 


“Wouldn't we all love it if everything on the internet was true?” he says. 
“Generally, in addition to following the rumours and the news, we also follow the blogs Di ablo il: 
and comments and in my experience there’s usually a voice of reason that eventually gets Lor dl o f Destruction 
at the truth, but in the mean time it’s not very fun to read things that aren’t true.” 
So there you go, straight from the horse’s mouth, as it where. H 2001 
_ Warcraft Ill: 
“Right now we're at a stage where we been 14 years since the release of the first H Reign of Chaos 
have teams dedicated to all three franchises. Diablo game, so you definitely can’t say that — 2002 
We've already announced that there will be we’re putting out games in these franchises E a 
two expansions to StarCraft 2, the WOW too frequently. No one could possibly accuse a Warcraft ills 
team is continuing to evolve the universe of us of that.” ~The Frozen Throne 
Warcraft, with some big changes introduced As for new IP? _ 2003 
to the world in Cataclysm, and they've already ‘ = 
started working on the next expansion. Then A titanic future World of Warcraft 
of course Diablo 3 is about to go out - it’s “We're constantly talking about new ~ 2004 


possibilities. We do have a next generation 
MMO team that has just started up. It’s an 
unannounced project that we’re not talking 
about yet, but it is very new and we have 
some very senior developers who have 
experience developing WOW that are working 
on that project.” 

Blizzard Entertainment turns 20 this year. 
From its humble beginnings as a small studio 
that ported PC games it has grown into an 


industry giant, and while many competitors i World of Warcraft: 


might hope that its size and power might go 5 
to their heads and result in a decline in the Fi The Burning Crusade 


quality of their games, Morhaime and his team 


show no signs of slowing down or becoming : World of Warcraft: 


complacent. 


“It’s a lot of work creating games nowadays, Wrath of the Lich King 


py 


the things we’re doing are very large and | 2008 

complex, but | think a lot of that is self- e 

imposed and it is difficult to continue raising StarCraft ll: 

the bar, but we’ve been able to assemble : Wings of Liberty 
some of the most talented teams in the _ 2010 

industry, so | feel very confident about our H : 
development capabilities,” Morhaime says. World of Warcraft: 


Cataclysm 
2010 


“We're not out of ideas or anything.” (2, 
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Fractal Design provides products with an extraordinary design level: uncompromising quality, functionality and 
value. Fractal Design answers the call for appealing design for your computing needs. Our main product areas are 
computer cases, power supplies, cooling and media centre produts. Using the tried and teseted concepts in 
Scandinavian design theory, “Less is More”, our products all have a minimalistic, yet striking design. 
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Available EXCLUSIVELY from: www.anyware.com.au/fractaldesign 
PH: 1300 269 927 


Anyware is a wholesaler and does not sell direct to public. The above products can be purchased from most 
independent computer dealers throughout Australia. Call the number above for your nearest reseller. 
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‘NEWS, REVIEWS AND ROUNDUPS ON THE LATEST HARDWARE 


W: know — notebooks and gaming don’t But things... they may be changing. This 

always go together. Usually, by the month's Head2Head pits a bunch of the best 

tirne you get the power you need, you've said gaming laptops against each other and asks if 

goodbye to any even notional pretense of any of them are worth the compromises. 

portability, and then you're left wondering why Of course, that’s not all. This is Atomic, after 

you're paying extra for something that you can’t all. We've also got our first look at some Fusion 

upgrade, just so you can move it from one side of — boards, more video cards than we can throw and MOTHERBOARDS 
the desk to the other without unplugging it. a whole bunch more. Read on, sirs and ladies! MSI E350N-USB3 


ASUS E35M1-I Deluxe 


VIDEO CARDS 

MSI Twin Frozr III R6870 HAWK 
XFX xXx Edition HD6950 
Galaxy GTX 460 WHDI 


PERIPHERALS 
Creative Soundblaster Tactic 3D 
Razer Starcraft Banshee 


Razer lronclad 
A30 Audio System 


MEMORY 


Corsair Vengeance 


CASES 
Thermaltake Level 10 GT 
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MSI E550N-USB 


AMD's Fusion APUs aren’t just for netbooks, as 


this Mini-ITX Atom-smasher demonstrates. 


Street Price $219 Supplier MSI 
Website au.msi.com 


Specifications E-350 APU (dual 1.6GHz ‘bobcat’ cores 
and RADEON HD 6310); Hudson M1 chipset; x16 PCI-E (x4 
electrically); 2 x DDR3 slots; 2x USB 3 ports. 


N etbook CPUs don’t normally fall into the 
remit of Atomic. Intel’s Atom is slow, in- 
order, doesn’t overclock and the graphics aren’t 
even advanced enough to describe as shit. In 
many ways Intel saw the lack of competition in 
the space and phoned it in with a processor that 
was remarkable compared to AMD's Geode and 
VIAs Epia but kinda retrograde when compared 
to real CPUs. 

This strategy has worked well for Intel, but the 
Atom’s time has come thanks to AMD’s Fusion 
processors. These are the first of the company’s 
Accelerated Processing Units, which combine 
the new ‘Bobcat’ CPU core with a tiny GPU 
and AMD's UVD video decoding hardware on a 
single piece of Silicon. These APUs come in two 
initial flavours, the 9Watt C series, codenamed 
Ontario, and the 18W Zacate E series. These 
aren’t designed for the desktop — that comes 
later this year. Instead AMD has firmly targeted 
the APUs at Atom-based netbooks and the like. 

Unlike Atom, which uses an in-order 
execution design akin to that used back in the 
Pentium 3 days, Bobcat is designed as an out- 
of-order execution core. This allows for much 
more efficient processing, and means that when 
side-by-side Fusion seems more responsive 
than an equivalent Atom. The other major issue 
with Atom is that it uses a version of Intel’s 
integrated graphics from before the company 
got base-level performance right with Sandy 
Bridge. AMD is using a highly cut down version 
of its desktop GPU architecture for Fusion — in 
the case of the E series it is dubbed a RADEON 
HD 6310. 

We have been really impressed by the Fusion 
netbooks passing in our periphery, but Fusion 
just seems more naturally Atomic in Mini-ITX 
form. Being able to get a CPU/GPU combo that 
is capable of HD video and very light gaming 
while drawing little power makes a great starting 


block for everything from media boxes to NAS 
devices, and you don’t need a huge amount of 
extra gear to get such a system built. 

MSI's Mini-ITX Fusion offering is dubbed the 
E350IA-E45. It packs AMD's (current) top end 
APU, the E-350, and AMD's Hudson M1 chipset. 
This means that the board ends up with support 
for dual channel DDR3-1066, 8-channel HD 
audio, Gigabit Ethernet, six USB 2 ports (with 
headers for four more), four SATA 6Gbps ports 
and thanks to the inclusion of an NEC USB 3 
chip, two USB 8 ports. 

There's a mechanical x16 PCI-Express slot 
on the mobo, however it’s important to keep 
in mind that the Hudson M1 only supports x4 
PCI-Express electrically. This means that it will 
be unlikely that you'll get much out of a discreet 
graphics card, but if you want a mini-ITX gaming 
powerhouse you'll need something other than 
a netbook processor to drive it. Future APUs 
will likely bring support for Crossfire - where the 
inbuilt GPU will work in tandem with a discreet 
AMD card, but for now this has not been officially 
confirmed (but numerous AMD sources have 
indicated to Atomic that this will indeed be 
happening at some point in the APU rollout). 

Atomic’s usual GPU benchmarks are 
designed to stress the high end of PC graphics, 
and as such fail miserably when trying to run on 
the Fusion GPU. After struggling to get Crysis 
running we shifted gears and ran a few pass/fail 
tests using common games. World of Warcraft, 
in its infinite scalability, ran wonderfully at low 
detail levels, while titles like CODBLOPS and 
Mass Effect 2 teetered on the brink of playability 
but ultimately fell short. 


On the other hand the e-350 happily chewed 
through any video we threw at it. HD wasn’t 
aproblem, both 1080p files and flash video 
played well (likely boosted by the recent release 
of GPU-accelerated Flash). The audio on MSI’s 
motherboard is competent but it’s just a Realtek 
integrated solution, important to keep in mind if 
the motherboard is destined for a mediabox. 
With a pricetag of $219 this isn't the cheapest 
E-350-based motherboard, but it does add 
USB 8, which is lacking in the $200 price range 
products. Considering it just needs storage, 
RAM, PSU and a chassis and you have a fully 
functioning, quiet media box it works out as 
pretty good value. The E350IA-E45 lacks that 
little something extra that would push it into hot 
territory, but it is still a great piece of kit. (@ya 
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don’t expect too much. . 
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A fantastic building block with 
few bells and whistles. 
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ASUS E35M1-I Deluxe 


Mini-ITX, maxi everything else. 


Street Price $269 Supplier ASUS 
Website www.asus.com.au 


Specifications E-350 APU (dual 1.6GHz ‘bobcat’ cores 

and RADEON HD 6310); Hudson M1 chipset; x16 PCI-E (x4 
electrically); 2 x DDR3 slots; 2x USB 3 ports; Bluetooth 3.0; 
802.11b/g/n Wifi; Gigabit Ethernet. 


Caner the massive fanfare Intel threw 
behind its Sandy Bridge launch (pre- 
chipset bug hiccup) it has been surprising how 
quietly AMD has launched its Fusion APUs into 
the market. Not only have several netbooks and 
even low end laptops and all-in-ones appeared 
using the APUs, but these fantastic Mini-ITX 
motherboards have also emerged. 

Those who like to read sequentially will 
have already seen our take on MSI's Mini-ITX 
motherboard (opposite), which is a robust yet 
basic piece of kit. This cut down approach is in 
stark contrast to that taken by ASUS, who have 
a couple of fancied up offerings that use the 
E-350 and Hudson M1 chipset combo. 

The Mini-ITX variant is known as the E35M1-! 
Deluxe. It uses the E-350 APU, with dual 
1.6GHz ‘Bobcat’ cores, UVD 3 and RADEON 
HD 6310 graphics. As is the norm, it is paired 
with the Hudson M1 chipset, from which it 
inherits most of its features. The board has 
two slots for DDR3 1066 and one physical x16 
PCI-Express slot (electrically this slot is still only 
x4 PCI-Express thanks to chipset limitations). 
However this is where the similarities with basic 
E-350 offerings end. 

ASUS has managed to put five SATA 6Gbps 
ports on the motherboard (other brands of 
Mini-ITX E-350 boards only have four). It also 
has another SATA channel running to an eSATA/ 
USB 2 combo port on the I/O backplane of the 
motherboard. This backplane has a single PS/2 
port as well as the standard four USB 2 ports and 
two USB 3 ports (driven by an NEC controller). It 
also has AMD's standard video output combo of 
DVI and HDMI. Audio is via an optical output or 
three 3.5mm jacks (the audio codec is 8-channel, 
however ASUS recommends you go for a case 
that has the full array of outputs if you want to tap 
into the full potential). 


ASUS has the standard gigabit 
Ethernet port on the back, but the Deluxe tag 
brings with it extra connectivity. The backplane 
has a small Bluetooth antenna and radio 
built into it, which supports the Bluetooth 3.0 
standard. There are also two jacks on the back 
for WiFi antennas, which connect to a small 
daughterboard with an Azurewave 802.11n 
based chipset. 

Where MSI went minimal with heatsinks 
for CPU and chipset, ASUS has gone large. 
The E35M1-I Deluxe is dominated by a large, 
elaborate heatpipe-based passive cooler. This 
cooler does make the board a bit finicky to build 
with, but once everything is in place the worries 
subside. ASUS has curiously designed the main 
heatpipes so that they poke out the back of the 
V/O shield, but strangely has then encased this 
part in shiny plastic, which seems to negate 
any cooling advantage to be had by routing the 
pipes this way. 

One of the most interesting aspects of the 
ASUS spin on Fusion comes in software form. 
Much like we have seen with the company’s 
Sandy bridge boards, the E85M1-| Deluxe 
eschews the use of BIOS in favour of EFI. ASUS 
has also added a handful of its desktop features 
to the board itself, with a small button that runs 
the company’s MEM-Ok test and a jumper that 
enables overclocking. We did try this overclock, 
but there is little need for it in the real world. The 
E-350 is already performing fine for the intended 
use of the motherboard, and while the passive 
cooling is elaborate, it isn’t really designed to 
cope with big spikes of heat. 

The same general performance comments 


made in our review of the MSI EB50IA-E45 
stand, thanks largely to the fact that the CPU 
and chipset are the same. In a nutshell, this isn’t 
going to deliver great gaming performance but 
the APU is more than capable of handling any 
video thrown at it. The SATA 6Gbps channels 
mean that it will also be a great foundation 

for home servers, but the featureset and 
subsequent pricetag of ASUS’ offering is very 
much media PC focused. The extra features 
above standard Mini-ITX offerings are nice as 
long as you actually need the extra wireless 
oomph. If not, the more basic Fusion boards are 
going to provide a much better foundation for 
your build. ( (<= 
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An interesting and elaborate 
twist on the E-350. 


HARDWARE 4 GRAPHICS CARD 
MSI TWIN FROZR Ill R6870 HAWK 


As fast as a cast of frozen hawks? 


Street Price TBC Supplier MSI 

Website www.msi.com 

Specifications 930MHz core; IOSOMHz memory 
(4200M#z effective); Barts XT core; 1120 unified shaders; 
1GB GDDR5; 256-bit bus width; dual slot active cooling; 
dual 6-pin PCle power connections 


Specifications http:/Awww.techpowerup.com/gpuz/e4n5m/ 


Pie cvecoctes cards have flooded the 
market for generations of GPUs, mades 
appealing by their perceived added worth due 
to higher clock rates on the core and memory. 
Interestingly, this increase tends to be minimal, 
providing the end user with marginal real-world 
performance advantages. Despite this, we're 
often offered improved third party cooling to 
help dissipate the added heat, thus giving us a 
little more headroom when it comes to our own 
tweaking sessions. MSI's Twin Frozr Ill HD6870 
is no exception, with mild overclocks to the core 
and memory, in addition to its famous Twin Frozr 
cooling range. Is it possible to have a cool, quiet 
and high performance part? Let's take a look. 

MSI's Twin Frozer Ill HD6870 features the 
familiar Barts XT core under the hood with a 
mild SOMHZz overclock on the core. Clearly, that 
increase isn’t going to fry anything, and leaves us 
with plenty of headroom for our own escapades. 
With the promise of ‘Triple Over Voltage’ letting 
us adjust voltages of the core, memory and 
auxiliary components, and the 8+2 phase PWM 
design, we say “MSI, challenge accepted!” 

Armed with MSI's very own overclocking tool, 
Afterburner (based on Rivatuner), we took to the 
card with itchy fingers. The core clock was our 
first target, where the slider was enthusiastically 
pushed as far as Afterburner would allow. This 
was stable. With such a great accomplishment 
under our belt, we did the same with the 
memory, which also proved stable. What we 
were left with was a card clocked at 1000/1250 
happily churning away at OCCT’s GPU test. 

We'd maxxed out the software, but not the 
card. We weren’t satisfied, and proceeded 


to track down the latest beta release. To our 
delight, v2.1 beta 7 allowed us to push it further, 
with our final clock rate a sizable 1011/1250 at 
1.35v. A small increase, but nothing spectacular 
considering 1000/1250 it only required 1.3v. 

On the whole, overclocking had a noticeable 
effect on performance, with Unigine gaining 
approximately two extra frames per second 
in both tessellation extreme/off tests. 3DMark 
Vantage saw a 1377 point increase. 

Real world tests came out on top, with 
Crysis increasing its minimum frame count by 
approximately five frames, its maximum by six, 
and the average by five. Lost Planet saw an 
amazing 11 frame average increase. 

Audio is critical to the gaming experience, 
whether it be purely ambient, or the sterile 
footsteps of a vicious opponent falling into 
your strategic trap. No computing component 
should impede that experience, which is why 
the Twin Frozr makes us happy campers. This 
card was shown to produce a total of 51dB 
of noise at idle, and 59.6dB under load, with 
temperatures reported as 36c/62c respectively. 
Overclocked, this rose to 68.4dB under load, 


with temperatures reaching 37c/7 1c at load/idle. 


MSI Twin Frozr III HD6870 HAWK Synthetic Benchmarks 


Unigine Heaven, FPS Tess - 15.3 


Unigine Heaven, FPS None -28.8 


3DMark Vantage - 


P17822 


MSI Twin Frozr III HD6870 HAWK Gaming Benchmarks 


Min = 32.54 
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= Reference scores: XFX 5850 


Frames per second 


These results were measured with performance 
mode enabled using the handy ‘silent/ 
performance’ switch located on the GPU. 

Twin fans and five aluminium heatpipes help to 
cool the beast, with air venting out the rear and 
sides of the card. With such a small vent at the 
rear to facilitate the array of port options, there’s 
little option when it comes to dumping the hot 
exhaust but back into the case itself, so it’s 
important to have a case with good airflow. 

Display connectivity options are the standard 
deal; two mini-DisplayPort, two DVI (of which 
one is dual-link), and a single HDMI port. AMD’s 
successful EyeFinity technology thrives on 
DisplayPort connectivity in order to connect 
several monitors to a single card. 

Bundled with the card are ‘V-Check’ cables, 
to allow manual reading of voltages using 
a multimeter, and two 6-pin to dual-molex 
connectors, should you be lacking a 6-pin 
power connector. 

Even when overclocked to its limits, the Twin 
Frozr Ill HD6870 is still out of reach of the later 
HD6950 in terms of real world performance. For 
this card to be competitive, it would have to 


come in at under $300. Fingers crossed. ( vc 
Performance =3 ee, 
Healthy overclock, r { ee) } 
holds its own. =e a 
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Value 
No official price as 


Arrespectable card, hopefully 


with a good price. 
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XFX xXx EDITION HD6950 


It’s xXx-tra cool, but slightly xXx-y. 


Street Price $338 Supplier XFX 

Website http://xfxforce.com 

Specifications 830MHz core; 1300MHz memory 
(5200M#z effective); Cayman Pro core; 1408 unified 
shaders; 1GB GDDRS; 256-bit bus width; dual slot active 
cooling; dual 6-pin PCle power connections 


Specifications http:/Awww.techpowerup.com/gpuz/n24da/ 


AY’ has achieved more than just a name 
change coming from the 68xx range 


of cards. The 69xx series introduced a new 
microarchitecture known as the Cayman core; 
one which represents the most significant 
change since the seemingly ancient HD2900. 
Cayman was intended to be a 32nm part, 
however TSMC decided to drop 32nm for work 
on the upcoming (and more economically viable) 
28nm project. This resulted in a larger part, with 
sacrifices being made to prevent a Fermi-esque 
monster die. This included a reduction in SIMDs 
and the lack of a PCle 3.0 controller, the latter 
being of little importance in hindsight due to lack 
of motherboard implementation. 

2.64 billion transistors make up the Northern 
Islands Cayman core, which shares the same 
256-bit bus as its predecessor the Barts core. 
This particular model uses the slightly cut down 
Cayman Pro (as opposed to the 6970's Cayman 
XT) with the unified shader count at 1408 vs 1536 
and texture mapping units 88 down from 96. 

With this in mind, we were curious to see 
where XFX’s attempt sat in the ever-increasing 
line-up of GPUs. XFX clocked their card 
slightly above the reference 800MHz core 
and 1250MHz memory to 830/1250. We took 
this further using MSI Afterburner v2.1 beta 
7, pushing the voltage to 1.2v from 1.1v stock, 
the core clock to 950MHz, and memory to 
1525MHz. Not bad! 

This particular model sports a non-reference 
cooler with an attractive understated black 
enclosure with a metallic logo and stripes. Three 
copper heatpipes transfer excess heat from the 


Unigine Heaven, FPS Tess — 23.1 


core to the large aluminium finned heatsink. Dual 
fans help to dissipate this heat without making a 
racket, unlike single fan designs that typically run 
at increased speeds to keep up. Air is sucked in 
from within the case and exhausted through a 
small grille out the back of the unit. We did notice 
a fair amount of warm air leaking from the top of 
the shroud, so ambient case temperature may 
be a concern if airflow is lacking. 

Delving into the nitty gritty, our open air test 
bench reported a comfortable 32c at idle, and 
74c under OCCTs GPU test at stock. This was 
matched with 45.1dB and 53.6dB on the sound 
level meter respectively, when utilising automatic 
fan control. Temperatures rose to 37c at idle, 
and 81c load with the aforementioned overclock, 
while noise remained sufficiently low with values 
of 45.1dB idle and 57.6dB load. 

With the card rewed up for testing, we threw 
our copy of Unigine Heaven at both stock and 
overclocked speed, only to come away with an 
impressive 12.5 per cent FPS increase in both 
tessellation enabled/disabled tests. Vantage took 
its score of P20031 further with a score increase 
of 9.2 per cent. 


XFX xXx Edition HD6970 Synthetic Benchmarks 


Unigine Heaven, FPS None -50.50 


3DMark Vantage - P20031 


Avg -38.00 


atemic 


XFX xXx Edition HD6970 Gaming Benchmarks 


= Reference scores: XFX 5850 
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Frames per second 


Synthetic benchmarks are nice and convenient, 
but there's nothing like testing on actual games. 
Crysis did well with an average FPS score of 48, 
only made sweeter by a further 13 per cent boost 
on our overclocked configuration. Minimum FPS 
went up eight per cent, and maximum FPS 13 
per cent. Lost Planet experienced a milder seven 
per cent increase on average. 

When it comes to displaying our rendered 
friends, we have a choice of five ports; two DVI 
(one single link, the other dual link), two Mini- 
DisplayPort v1.2, and HDMI v1.4a. Connectivity 
until your heart’s content! 

Other notable elements include a ‘do not 
disturb’ door sign (gaming: it’s serious business), 
and a crossfire bridge as part of the bundle. 

Pricewise, you can obtain the XFX xXx edition 
HD6950 on the streets for $355, a substantial 
premium over reference designs which go for as 
little as $283. With reference 6970 cards selling 
for under $400, one must decide whether a 
cooler and quieter overclocked 6950 is worth 
purchasing over shelling out for the next model 
up. Or, if you dare, flash the card with a 6970 
BIOS and hope for the best. (@:) VC 
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Value 
Great card, but close to 
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Impressive card, should handle 


most games. with ease. 
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GALAXY GEFORCE GTX 460 1GB WHDI 


JJ Never gonna hook you up, never gonna tie you down... Jd 


Street Price TBA Supplier Galaxy 
Website www.galaxytech.com/en 
Specifications 675MHz core; IBOOMHz memory 
(3600M#z effective); GF104 core; 336 unified shaders (CUDA 
cores); IGB GDDR5; 256-bit bus width; dual slot active cooling; 
dual 6-pin PCle power connections; WHDI connectivity 

Card info www.techpowerup.com/gpuz/4wem3/ 


W's: it comes to personal computers, 
wireless technology features in many 
external peripherals — mouses, keyboards 

and gamepads are all racing to ditch the 

wire. Monitors on the other hand have been 
sentenced to life tied to copper chain, anchored 
by the very GPUs that power them. 

Galaxy envisions a future without cables 

by using a wireless technology called WHDI 
(Wireless Home Digital Interface), utilising the 
40MHz channel of the 5GHz frequency band. 
This achieves throughput of up to 3Gb/s - 
enough for uncompressed 1080p transmission. 
The WHDI Consortium claims this technology 
can transmit a signal successfully over 30m 
through walls. Naturally, this is subject to change 
if you live in a Faraday cage. Professiona 
gamers, and those who aspire to the title, should 
find comfort in the fact that this technology has 
an insignificant <1ms latency. 

Signals sent by the GPU are processed by 
asmall glossy black receiver unit which offers 
HDMI output. An 2m HDMI cable is provided 
in addition to a DVI to D-SUB adapter for direct 
connection to the GPU. Ports on the GPU 
are limited to a single dual-link DVI and HDMI 
connection. 

Mini-USB ports on both the GPU and receiver 
unit enable firmware upgrades of the WHDI chip. 
An awesome extra feature on the receiver unit is 
the ability to use the Mini-USB port to remotely 
control a PC via a keyboard/mouse. Nifty! 

Powering this GPU is the well known GF104 
core, a cut down, cooler, and more efficient 
version of the Fermi GF100 core. Galaxy have 
left the clock rate of the core and memory at 
stock settings, leaving us free to tweak to our 
heart's content. 


And tweak we did! Afterburner was fired up 
and we promptly raised the clock rate of the core 
to 730MHz. Achieving a stable result, we pushed 
onto 800MEz, only to settle for 816MHZz after a 
few rounds of testing and tweaking. To maintain 
stability we raised the voltage by 50mV. Memory 
was modified from 1800MHz to a not so humble 
2190MH2z for an effective clock of 4380MHz! 

The cooler has been customised to facilitate 
the longer-than-reference card, and features 
a bare metal cover which we expect helps to 
shield the transmitter within. The single fan dual 
slot design ensures the card stays cool under 
load, even with our hefty overclock. 

Noise levels were as tame as circus elephants; 
the non trumpeting, stampeding, and vengeful 
kind, luckily. The midrange GTX 460 produced 
51dB of noise at idle, with temperatures 
approaching 29c. Under load we were subject to 
temperatures of 62c and a noise level of 62.2dB 


— hardly loud for a single fan design. 


Final performance figures were impressive with 
significant gains had from our overclocking run. 
Unigine has its frame rate bolstered by 19 per 
cent with and without tessellation enabled, while 
Vantage shared the sentiment with a 19 per cent 
performance score advantage. Meanwhile, in the 
real-world, the magic 19 per cent figure made 


Galaxy GeForce GTX 460 1GB WHDI Edition Ambient readings 


Idle: 51 dBA 


Idle: 29°C Load: 62°C 


Load: 62.2 dBA 


Galaxy GeForce GTX 460 1GB WHDI Edition Gaming Benchmarks 


Lost 


= Reference scores: XFX 5850 
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Frames per second 


an encore in Crysis average and maximum FPS, 
only to be outpaced by a 21 per cent growth in 
minimum FPS. Lost Planet spoilt the fun with an 
‘A for effort’ 14 per cent increase. 

Unfortunately, Galaxy did not provide a 
power adapter for the receiver unit. Picture a 
child who's had their candy taken away. Now, 
picture that same child with an empty icecream 
cone, the contenis of which has fallen victim 
to gravity’s wrath. That hypothetical child is us 
right now. Rest assured that we'll be testing the 
WHDI aspect as soon as we secure an adapter, 
because when we requested one, we also learnt 
that Galaxy doesn’t actually supply one for the 
Australian market, and the 5V/2A voltage might 
cause trouble. You've been warned! 

In the end, this card is a regular GTX 460 with 
added wireless capabilities. At this stage we're 
not sure how much this interesting beast will 
cost, so it’s difficult to tell where it will sits in the 
market — being a new technology, it probably 
won't be cheap. However, if that early adopters 
tax isn’t too hefty, we believe WHDI has a great 
future ahead of it. Adios, cables! (=) VC 


Performance agp (pa 
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WHDI early adoption A 


A fresh take at display technology, 
but at what cost? 
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Street Price $99 Supplier Creative 
Website http://au.creative.com 


Specifications 40mm Neodymium magnet; 20Hz ~ 
20kHz frequency response; 32ohms impedance; 100dB/ 
mW sensitivity. 


Gz have been judged and appraised 
based on their sound quality, amongst 

other things, for many years now — but it’s 
often the last thing that many gamers invest in. 
The truth is that a good sound setup can put 
the finishing touch on an awesome gaming 
experience, while a poor one can ruin it. 

The Creative Sound Blaster Tactic 3D Alpha 
is the latest set of gaming cans from... well, 
you can guess who it’s from. They feature a 
rather unique flattened and vaguely off-set cone 
design, with a cloth blue highlight underneath 
the exterior of the earpads. The pads themselves 
are mounted on some form of pivoting joint so 
they can better conform to the side of your head. 
Since the Tactic 3D Alphas aren’t all that heavy, 
and feature some very soft padding, they’re a 
very comfy set of ‘phones to wear. 

The rest of the features also add to the 
extreme useability of the Alohas (that name’s 


Street Price $145 Supplier Razer 
Website www.razerzone.com 


Specifications 50mm Driver Units; 8 preset EQ; 
20 - 20,000 Hz Frequency Response; 32% at IkHz 
Impedance; Sensitivity (@1kHz, 1V/Pa): >102dB at 1 kHz. 


Wi: — it can never be said of the Razer 
Starcraft headphones that you don’t get 
what you pay for. That is, if you’re paying for 
headphones by the pound, these heavy unwieldy 
‘phones are probably a great bargain. 

However, if you're paying for comfort, sound 
quality or even graceful unobtrusive design, 
you're going to feel, dare | say... a bit gypped. 

Named after the unit of the same name in 
Starcraft 2, these headphones are at best an 
expensive indulgence for the most obsessive 
of Starcraft fans. For anyone else, though, we 
simply cannot recommend them 

First up, design. The Banshee headphones 
are heavily lit by blue LEDs; like all the Starcraft 
gaming gear, these are tied into actions per 
minute, which is very serious stuff for high-end 
Starcraft players. As your APMs mount up, the 
lighting changes, letting you know when you're 
at optimum performance or dropping off. But, 
you might be thinking, how can you tell when 
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HEADPHONES 


Razer Starcraft Banshee 


Can't... type. Neck... collapsing... under... weight of... ‘phones... *dies* 


Creative Soundblaster Tactic 3D Alpha 


Does a cumbersome name equal quality sound reproduction? 


just too long). A flat ribbon cable reaches just 
over one Editor in length, but sadly not all the 
way to the bathroom from our home system. 
Regardless, it’s a good length, and features a 
lapel clip and in-line set of volume/mic controls 
— for when you really need to mute the sound 
of one hand fapping. A detachable mic rounds 
out the feature set, making the Alphas versatile 
as well as feature rich. It’s not quite so elegant 
a solution as the hidden boom on Plantronic’s 
cans, but it’s the next best thing. 

All the bells and whistles don’t matter a damn if 
the sound quality’s down, however — thankfully, the 
Alpha delivers. Not perfectly, mind, but if it's roomy 
bass you're looking for, these are the headphones 
for you. They're not the most effective in delivering 
3D, either, but you do get a sense of open space. 
About the only thing really lacking was sharp sense 
of treble — the crack of a rifle, for instance, just didn’t 
have quite enough punch. Music is well-covered, 
though that open quality does work against good 
sound reproduction for material ultimately mixed for 
two channels. 

These are good phones, and while not 
perfect, certainly have a great gamer-grade 


feature-set with excellent build quality. 


Overall 
Good sound, excellent features. 


DH 


they're on your head? That's how big they are - 
the LEDs can be seen in your peripheral vision. 
It’s like having a blue glowing ghost standing over 
each shoulder. 

And just as distracting. 

However, those LEDs come at significant cost, 
and not just in dollars. These are the heaviest 
headphones we've ever worn (well, since the 
seventies, at least), and even a brief gaming 
session left us with a sore neck. That weight also 
serves to make them very easy to shake off - 
they just don’t feel secure. 

The final design straw is the placement of the 
volume and mute buttons — on the rear edge 
of each ear pad. This means you can only use 
your left hand to adjust mic volume, or, for 
headphone volume, your right. It’s 
awkward, annoying, and distracting 
while in the heat of battle. 

Sadly, the best we can say of the sound is that 
it's average. Good bass makes explosions and 
gunfire relatively satisfying, and while the treble is 
there it’s a little washed in static. And you get all 
this heavy, awkward design and merely adequate 
sound for a serious price premium. 

Sorry Razer — your Hot Award run has come 
to an end... (=) DH 


Overall 
Too heavy, too expensive, 
too muddy. 
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Corsair Vengeance cwzi2cx3m3aiso0c9 


Vengeance on the high seas, arrgh! ee jatomic 
‘ Y, 

Street Price $205 Supplier Corsair ramped up the megahertz to 1992, the voltage EE s 

Website http:/Avww.corsair.com/ to 1.7, and loosened the latencies slightly to 


Specifications 3 x 4GB kit; PC3-12800 (IG00MHz), 9-9- maintain stability. Now we're talking. 
9-24; 1.5v; 240-pin DIMM; Non-ECCC unbuffered DDR3 20131MB/s read, and 16586MB/s write — a 
significant improvement over stock. PiFast took 


FHA 
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Te kit features aluminium heat spreaders a slight hit because of the looser latencies, yet 
which do a surprisingly good job at wPrime managed to edge ahead at 10.905s for 
dissipating heat, remaining cool to the touch 32M calculations. This was the highest stable 
during testing. Stickers adorn the modules, while clock rate we could manage, so it was time to try 
a green PCB humbly houses the memory ICs. tight latencies instead. 
But what's fancy memory without benchmarks We hit the jackpot at 8-9-8-21-T1 and stock 
to wave around? To start the benching session, clock rate, and then continued to push the 
we set the i7 920 to 3.5GHz and adjusted frequency to extract any extra performance. 
the memory multiplier and base clock to get 1750MHz at 1.65v proved stable, leaving us overclock exceptionally well; surprising 
1670MHz on the modules at stock latencies. with a respectable 18868MB/s Everest read considering the amount of memory being 
This produced mediocre results including read throughput. Clearly clock rate is beneficial over addressed. Performance is equally impressive, 
throughput of 16938MB/s. Naturally, these latencies when it comes to performance. especially when the low price is factored in. And 
modules weren't designed to sit at stock, so we These low voltage Vengeance modules 12GB of it? Yes please! ( eS vc 


"DDR31670,9-9-9-24.  DDR31750,8-9-8-21-T1, DDR3-1992,9-10-9-24-N1, ) 
Ti)1.5v167x21=3.5GHz 1.65v;175x20=3.5GHz 1.7; 166x21=3.49CHz 


24.99s 24,99s 25.04 


Overall 
Cheap, cool 
I 


wPrime 32M - multi-thread (HT off) + 10.972s 10.893s 10.905s 


Everest Read 16938MB/s 18868MB/s 20131MB/s 
Everest Write 14521MB/s 15079MB/s 16586MB/s 
Everest Latency 49.7ns 46.7ns 44.6ns 


Razer lronclad 


Do gamers really need a mousepad this premium? Probably not... 


meaning it actually equates 
to more drag on your 
movements. At the same 
time, the sandblasting still 
azer wants gamers to have really nice leaves a microscopically 
things. It keeps releasing what can onlybe — rough surface — you might 
described as premium items and then getting a not feel it to the touch, but 
touch disappointed when they don’t quite make the high-pitched grinding 
it. The mirrored Lycosa limited edition keyboard noise your mouse makes as 
we gave an Epic Fail to comes to mind, as does __it moves across the Ironclad 
some of the company’s Starcraft gear: good stuff suggests otherwise. It’s not 


| Street Price$70 Supplier Razer 
| Website www.razerzone.com 


Specifications Big slab of aluminium. 


on paper, but gear that’s either poorly thought particularly comfortable to 
out or just too damned expensive. feel, though the noise is less 
Sadly, the Ironclad falls in the latter category. of an issue if you game 
It's a pretty solid mousepad, make no mistake with headsets. 
on that front. And we mean solid — its upper In terms of performance, it does deliver an 


surface is made from a single piece of aluminium — accurate sense of feedback, probably thanks Oval 


about a millimetre thick. Under that is a layer of to that raspy feel. It’ll be a great choice for snipers, 


textured rubber to grip to whatever surface but it doesn’t really add anything to our gaming 
you rest it on. It is supremely well-made, and experience. 
certainly luxurious. It does, however, leave a $70-shaped hole 
It’s bit of a mixed bag in use, though. The in your wallet if you wish to buy one. And that’s 
ultra-smooth sandblasted surface means more just too much, not matter the quality of the 
of a mouse’s feet make contact with the pad, product. (>) DH SAREE DEEN SSRI ARE READER SSIES 
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LIAN ID 


www.lian-li.com 


PC-Q08R 


+ 5.25” x 1, 3.5” internal x 6, 2.5” internal x1 


+ Mini ITX 

+ 2 Slots 

+ 1x 120mm; 1 x 140mm. 
S , HD Audio 


- 227 x 282 x 345 mm (W, H, D) 


+ silver / black / red 


Distributor 4) 


mittoni 


extreme technology distribution 


Singly cleean 


Removable HDD cage, to exchange 
for room to fit full size graphics card. 


+ §.25” x 2, 3.5” intemalx 7, 2.5” intemal x 3 (use 3.5” x 2) 
+ M-ATX / Mini-ITX 

- 4 Slots 

* 120mm x 3 

+ USB 3.0 x 1 / USB2.0 x 1 / e-SATA x 1 / HD Audio 

* 188 x 386 x 460mm ( W, H, D) 

+ silver / black 


PC-Q11B PC-V354A nk PC-V352R 


+ 5.25” x1, 3.5” internal x2, 2.5" internal x2 + 5.25” x 1, 3.5” internal x 7, 2.5” internal x 4 + 5.25” x 2, 3.5” x1 (use one 5.25” to 3.5” converter) 


+ Mini DTX / Mini ITX + M-ATX / Mini DTX / Mini ITX 3.5” internal x3 


+ 2 Slots 
* 1x 140mm 


+ 200 x 325 x 


+ 5 Slots f + Micro ATX, Mini ITX 
+ 140mm x 1, 120mm x 2 + 4 Slots 
, HD Audio . 21 HD Audio / * 120mm x 2, 80mm x 1 
260 mm ( W, H, D) Support MS/SD(SDHC) . / E-SATA x 1 / HD Audio / 


+ silver / black / red + 251 x 317 x 420mm ( W, H, D) Support MS/SD(SDHC) 


www.mittoni.com.au 
Melbourne Office: 1300 200 000 
Sydney Office: 02 9646 3018 


+ silver / black / red + 282 x 277 x 400mm ( W, H, D) 
+ silver / black / red 


Finest 
CPL (03) 8542 8688 www.cpl.net.au ; Umart (07) 3369 3928 www.umart.com.au Quality 
PCCG (03) 9551 0889 www.pccasegear.com.au ITSDirect (07) 5408 5588 www.itsdirect.com.au a, 
Inside Technology (03) 9761 3022 www.insidetech.com.au MSY (08) 8212 1656 www.msy.com.au Made Il 

: Mwave (02) 9649 6184 www.mwave.com.au : Austin computer (08) 9201 2788 www.austin.net.au 

IJK (02) 9745 0877 www.ijk.com.au : Tas Principal (03) 6334 6677 www.tpcl.com.au Taiwar 
Corecomputers (02) 9621 2875 www.corecomputers.com.au 
AusPCMarket (02) 9646 8000 www.auspemarket.com.au 
Techbuy, (02) 9648 1818 www.techbuy.com.au 
IT Estate (02) 9630 9630 www.itestate.com.au 
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A30 Audio System 


Because wires are so last decade... 


Street Price $230 Supplier Astro Gaming 
Website www.astrogaming.com 


Specifications A30 Headset, Choice of UP Tags, A30 Carry 
Case and MixAmp 5.8; 6’ 3.5mm Quick Disconnect; 6’ Dual 
Jack PC Quick Disconnect; 3’ Mobile Quick Disconnect; 3” 
TOSlink Cable, PC Headset Adaptor, 2.5mm-2.5mm XBox 
Live Chat Cable, 12’ USB-to-USB Mini Play/Charge Cable, 
AC Plug Adaptor (6’ cord), 3 AAA batteries, Belt Clip 


A Gaming is no strangers to catering for 
he needs of gamers, and it’s particularly 
proud of its new A30 Audio System, the cross- 
gaming headset based off the A40 Pro System, 
so we checked out what the fuss was about. 

The headset encases the ears and feel a little 
firmer than some ‘phones, but with the softness 
of the material and the lightweight frame it 
was easy to forget they were on. The material 
was breathable and did not cause sweaty-ear- 
syndrome. 

The detachable mic boom is sleek and 
unobtrusive and doesn’t have any small 
detachable parts — you know, the kind that cats 
have a penchant for stealing and/or eating. The 
headband isn’t as thick as some other headsets 
on the market, and combined with generous 
padding this minimises the head contact 
surface, which in turn reduces headaches. 

The ear pieces fold inwards 90 degrees so 
they sit flush to the chest when worn around 
the neck. The headset looks snazzy in the black 
yet the design really exudes funk in the white, 
so it’s just a matter of personal preference. The 
A30s have removable plates called “speaker 
tags” that sit on the outside of the ear piece 
with non-disruptive magnets; the tags come in 
three designs for personalisation. 

The A80 Headset is attached to a quick 
disconnect jack that connects to the quick 
disconnect (QD) cable via a mic and audio dual- 
jack connector. The standard QD is equipped 
with a 3.6mm connector, adaptable for standard 
electronic devices and the MixAmp 5.8 — PC and 
mobile QD’s ship with the headphones. 

The Mix Amp, which enables voice chat and 
7.1 Dolby Surround Sound, features a micro 
USB port for recharge, a balance control for 
both game and microphone functionality audio 
levels, corded game controller jack, a master 
for volume and a bass expander on/off. Mixers 
can be ‘daisy changed’ together for private 
voice channel communication — perfect for big 
LAN events. An external audio source can be 
jacked into the MixAmp so you can listen to 
music as you game, too. It is no bigger than a 
bar of soap and has a clip-on attachment; just 
remember to attach it to your person to insure 
against making a spectacle of yourself. Like we 
did. Many times. 

The headphones include a travel case 
with reinforced padding with room to include 
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accessories, and while they don’t fold up like a 
Transformer it’s a good trade off as headphones 
with a lot of articulation have greater tendencies 
to break. 

We played Call of Duty: Black Ops to test the 
sound quality and mic. Voice chat didn’t crackle 
or drop out, and it was sensitive to effects like 
distant enemy footfalls and the light clink of a 
grenade. Gunfire was succinct and explosions 
had body of a well rounded bass. 

When we listened to a Frisky Radio podcast 
on a Cowon device, it was like listening to a 
new track; the audio had balanced range and 
great depth, effects had edge and the bass 
thumped without being overwhelming. 

It was easy to forget that the headset was on 
and it kept firmly in place for a vigorous session 
of Dance Central - just to prove the point, 
mind. The range was enough that we could go 
upstairs and the sound would still be crystal 
clear, without interference. 

Because of the 5.8GHz frequency there 
wasn’t any audio interference from other devices 
as experienced with other gaming headsets — 
we're looking at you Turtle Beach — even with 
a second system operating in the same room 


HARDWARE 


audio was clean and clear. 

Beautifully absent were the painful clicks 
and pops when battery levels decreased or 
distance was increased, which break game 
immersion and have a tendency to trigger ‘hulk 
smash’ mode. Thankfully there was a ten minute 
(average) low battery warning that bleeped 
discreetly at long intervals. 

There was some noise bleed, so just be 
conscious of noise levels when in public or 
sitting next to someone in a work environment. 
The added functionality of using the A3Os 
as a VOIP headset is a welcome bonus but 
cost is already justified with game and music 
performance. ((@) JP 


Overall 
If you are a PC, PS3 or Xbox. 360 
gamer this.is plenty of bang, 
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Thermaltake LevellO GT 


Is the GT a dumbed down LevellO, or a perfect mix of design and function? 


street Price $320 Supplier Thermaltake 
ite www.thermaltake.com 


Specifications 584 x 282 x 580 mm; 4x 5.25in drive bays, 
1x external 3.5in drive bay, 5x internal 3.5in drive bays; 8x 
expansions slots; 1x 200mm fan (front, 1x 140mm fan (rear), 
1x 200mm fan (top), 1x 200mm fan (side panel); 3x USB 
3m 4x USB2, Ix eSATA, Ix audio; up to eATX. 


D= it's incredible cost, we really liked 
Thermaltake’s first Level10 case (http:// 
www.atomicmpc.com.au/?166162). Hell, we 
liked it so much that we gave it a Hot Award! 
The thing is, assuming you can get around the 
idiosyncratic looks — and it’s not a case that’s 
going to appeal to everyone — you get a lot of 
bang for your cash. Each part was thermally 
isolated in its own little chamber, making for great 
operating temperatures and a truly unique design 
footprint. 

In the new GT version of the case, the design's 
still much the same, but the price has dropped 
by well over $500! So what are we missing out 
on, and how much does it compromise the 
case’s form and function? 


GT stands for... 


The GT moniker is a continuing riff on the 
Level10’s roots. The original design was courtesy 
of BMW, so GT makes sense in that whole car 
lover way — if you’re into that sort of thing. It 
could also easily stand of GIANT TOWER, as 
the GT is easily one of the biggest cases we've 
looked at — it almost collapsed our testing bench! 
However, with great case size, to brutally mangle 
one of the greatest comic-book truisms of all 
time, come great features. 

Starting from the GT's front fascia, we can 
see four external 5.25in bays covered by easily- 
removed mesh slot-covers, and a single 3.5in 
bay. Below these are a number of vents that 
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cool the side-facing HDD bays. Also on the 
front, along the main superstructure/spine of 
the case, are |O ports including four USB 2.0 
ports, audio, and power/reset buttons. There’s 
also the first of two locks, which secures the 
HDD bays. 

Secures? Well, yes, because each of the 
side-facing bays is actually hot-swappable. 
The HDDs are mounted in handy caddies with 
cleverly designed slide-out handles; engage 
the lock on the front and these caddies remain 
secure. The GT, like its predecessor, features a 
large handle running along the main structure 
of the case, so it’s assumed by Thermaltake 
that people will actually do this, and maybe 
take the GT to a LAN. Not likely, given the 
weight of the GT (and even more unlikely with 
the original — it’s practically made of dwarf star 
matter!), but it’s the thought that counts. 
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The left-hand panel also 
features a window to gaze 
upon the wonderful, magical 
innards of your rig, anda 
mesh-covered 200mm fan 
mounting. This mount’s 
pretty neat — it stands proud 
of the panel, so that interior 
space is compromised by 
the presence of the large 
fan, and it features a pop-out 
filter for simple cleaning of 
cat-hair and dust-bunnies. 
This fan also features a small 
lever for adjusting a series of 
louvers behind it, so that you 
can direct airflow up, down or 
straight ahead — a neat touch. 
Even neater, rather than have 
a cable run loose from the 
side-fan to the mobo, there’s 
a Capacitive contact just near 
the hinge that keeps cabling neat and tidy. 

The other side panel is pretty plain, while 
the rear holds eight expansions slots, water- 
cooling grommets and access to the PSU 
bracket. The top, however, boasts some 
interesting buttons and ports, as well as 
another fan. Also on the top panel, is the 
control center for the GT’s four fans — here, 
you can regulate fan speed (fast or slow, kind 
of like whacking snakes), and cycle through 
five pre-set lighting modes for the 
fans. In addition, there are also 
two USB 3.0 ports, for getting 
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CASE 


stuff off USB3 devices faster than you can say 
lickety-split. 

Rounding out the external features are four 
sturdy, fold-out feet that give the case a lot 
of floor clearance, and handy little add-on 
headset-rest that'll save you hanging your good 
gaming ‘phones on the back of your chair or 
passing girlfriends. 


Under the hood 


As we said, the original Level10 featured 
separate enclosure for each component, which 
made for good thermals (devices weren’t 
bleeding heat to one another), but this also made 
for a very complex build. The GT is much more 
conventional, featuring a single interior space — 
albeit one that is very well-designed. 

The motherboard tray features a number 
of cut-outs — one large one sits behind the 
CPU mount, which will make for easy cooler 
removal and upgrades, and there’s a mess of 
rubber-grommetted cutouts for easy and safe 
cable-management. These are placed so that 
PSU cables can be fed behind the mobo plate 
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right away, then fed back into the case wherever 
needed around the mobo. Behind the backing 
plate, there’s heaps of room for bundling excess 
length and keeping it nice and secure. 

The PSU mount is a touch bare, though. 
There's a removable filter plate to promote 
dust-free airflow, but at this price point it would 
have been nice to see some rubber footing to 
help dampen vibration. In fact, it’s something we 
would have liked to see on all the mounts, PSU 
and drive alike. 

Even better, with the more conventional design 
you get enough room for larger CPU heatsinks 
and longer video cards, which was a bit of an 
issue with the previous Level10. 

To be perfectly honest, this is actually a much 
better case than its predecessor. It’s still got 
looks that only a dedicated fan can love, and 
you're certainly paying a premium for that, but 

in terms of a case that makes a statement while 
providing premium features and build quality, the 
Level10 GT has it all. (=) DH 


Build ep -, 
Solid as the car that Gund F 
inspires it. 


Value 
Expensive — possibly 
too much so. 


Cooling 
Very well ventilated. 
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Imost anyone can build or buy 

a decent desktop PC and, with 

some well-judged upgrades and 

a few forays into the BIOS, have 
it keep pace with new games for a few years. 
Memory, processors and hard disks can all be 
upgraded, while it takes just a few minutes to 
shove in a new graphics card and kick your 
frame rates back into contention. Whether 
you’re an occasional or hardcore gamer, your 
desktop PC is going to be a big, heavy box and 
will spend most of its life sucking up house dust 
from the same spot. 

It doesn’t need to be that way though. 
Laptops used to be as business-focused as 
the people using them, but you can now pick 
up a gaming laptop for not much more than a 
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tebooks 


Everybody keeps saying that notebooks are finally game- 
ready — but are they really? Simon Handby takes five of 
the newest of the breed on the road to find out! 


high-specced desktop. If you want to take your 
games on the road — or if you don’t have space 
for a desktop PC — a gaming laptop provides a 
compact, portable platform with the power to 
play contemporary titles. 

The question is, does it deliver? A laptop may 
be just the job if you need to jot down a letter on 
the train, but the size, weight and price all increase 
once you add in the processor, graphics chip and 
screen needed for some serious fragging. Can 
any gaming laptops rival a desktop’s performance 
without being too large or battery-hungry to break 
free of the house, or will they all just burn a hole in 
your pocket — and your lap? This month, we take 
five very different laptops on the road, off the road, 
around the houses and through the turbulent 
streets of Panau. 
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How we test 


If your idea of fun is hunkering down with five 
uber-laptops for as long as sleep deprivation, 
long-suffering partners and basic personal 
hygiene will allow, welcome to our world. We 
put a lot of work into making these tests as 
tough, comprehensive and fair as possible. 
Here's how we did it. 


Application performance 
For this roundup we decided to test the 
performance of our gaming PCs with a 
unique suite of benchmarks, developed 
especially for the job by our partners at 
Custom PC. When we were setting out what 
we wanted from our tests, we knew from 
the start that they needed to be in the public 
domain so that our readers could use them 
to test and tweak their own systems, and 


compare them with the kit we were reviewing. 


You can download them for free from http:// 
tinyurl.com/493y8js (838MB .zip file). 

The benchmarks have three parts, which 
are designed to reflect the kind of jobs you 
need a PC to do. The first is an image- 
editing component. We use GIMP to open 
a set of large JPEGs and apply a series 
of transformations to them before closing 
them again. At the end we stitch a group of 
shots together into a big, memory-hungry 
panorama. Fast memory, quick disks and 
high clock speeds all contribute to a high 
score here. 

The second component is a number- 
crunching slog in which the CPU in each 
laptop has to encode a video. The final part 
of our suite tests a PC's ability to handle 
multiple jobs at once, taxing the processor 
by compressing a large set of files while 
repeatedly playing back a video. Multi-core 
processors do well here, but with many 
small files to read, a fast disk or SSD helps 
too. While we'd expect a fast desktop PC to 
score at least 1,500 points in total, we don't 
expect laptops to match this. Laptops that 


score 1,100 or better are way above average. 
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Game performance 

Whether we're testing desktops or laptops, 
there's no better way to gauge a PC's 3D 
performance than by firing up a demanding 
game or two. For this Head2Head, this means 
Square Enix's Just Cause 2 and Colin McRae: 
Dirt 2. This isn't an excuse for us to sit around 
playing them, though; the aim is to measure a 
reproducible frame rate at several resolutions 
for comparison. For these laptops, we've used 
1,366 x 768 (the native resolution of many 
laptops) and 1,920 x 1,080 — provided they're 
available. We used an external full-HD display 
where necessary. 

First, we install FRAPS so that we can 
measure the minimum and average frame rate. 
We consider a minimum of less than 25fps to be 
unplayable. Before running a game we use the 
graphics driver options to turn off anti-aliasing 
and V-sync in favour of achieving a better frame 
rate. We then load Dirt 2, turn every detail setting 
to its maximum and start a one-lap race of the 
Battersea Power Station course with eight cars, 
all driven by the game's Al. We measure the 
frame rate over the first 70 seconds, repeating 
the race three times at each resolution and 


weeding out any spurious results. 

In Just Cause 2 we turn off motion blur 
and crank all detail settings up to maximum. 
The only exceptions here are GPU water 
simulation and the bokeh filter, which are 
Nvidia-only options and so remain off. Then 
with FRAPs set to run for 60 seconds we 
start the game's Concrete Jungle benchmark 
and use it to obtain our frame rates. 


Battery life 
To test battery life we fully charge every 
laptop and tweak the Windows power 
settings to leave the screens on at 50 per 
cent brightness and ensure that they don't 
sleep or hibernate as they run out of juice. 
We leave the other settings untouched. 
With this done, we load the flash-intensive 
BioShock 2 website, remove the power lead 
and start our script, which updates a text file 
at one-minute intervals until the power runs 
out. While this gives a good indication of how 
long you'll be able to spend surfing the web 
or writing emails, playing a game will exhaust 
the battery far more quickly than these figures 
actually suggest. 

The above tests tend to produce reliable, 
reproducible results that accurately reflect 
a computer's spec. Occasionally we get a 
result that stands out as odd, but when this 
happens we mention it in the review and 
do our best to fix and retest if we think it’s 
necessary. 
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Feature table 


Price 


Computer (PSU) weight 
Specifications 

Processor 

Speed (Max TurboBoost) 
Cores (threads) 

Max memory clock/transfers 
Core logic chipset 

RAM (total) 


Spare memory sockets 


On-board audio 

Hard disk 

Speed of hard disk 
Optical storage 
Display and graphics 
Screen size (diagonal) 


Screen resolution 


GPU 
Graphics RAM 


Ports 

Video 

Express Card 
USB2(USB3) 
FireWire 

Serial, Parallel 
Mic, Headphone 


S/PDIF 


Other 


Networking 
Modem 

Infrared, Bluetooth 
Wired LAN 
Wireless LAN 
Miscellaneous 


Operating system 


Carry case 


Extras 
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Dimensions (mm) (WxDxH) 


Acer Aspire Ethos 8943g 


$3,199.00 
440 x 295 x 44 
3.9kg (551g) 


Intel Core i7-720QM 
1.6GHz (2.8GHz) 

4 (8) 
166MHZ2/1,333MTs 
Intel HM55 


4 x 4GB PC3-10600 
(16GB) 


0) 


Realtek HD audio 
2 x 640GB 
5,400rpm 


Blu-ray rewriter 


18.4in 
1,920 x 1,080 
ATi Radeon HD5850 


1GB DDR (plus up to 
38GB system RAM) 


D-SUB, HDMI 
None 

4 

rl 

N,N 

YY 


3.5mm mini-jack out 
(shared) 


Line in, shared eSATA/ 
USB, xD/SD/Memory 
Stick/Pro/MMC card 
reader 


N 

ey 
10/100/1000 
802.1 1b/g/n 


Windows 7 Home 
Premium (64-bit) 
None 


Fingerprint reader, DVB-T 
TV tuner with aerial, 
antenna and Media Center 
remote, webcam 


Alienware MI1xR2 


$2,289.00 
286 x 233 x 32 
2.0kg (352g) 


Intel Core i5-520UM 
1.07GHz (1.87GHZz) 
2 (4) 
100MHz/800MTs 
QS57 


2 x 2GB PC3-10600 
(4GB) 


0 


Realtek HD audio 
256GB SSD 
N/A 


None 


11.6in 
1,366 x 766 


Nvidia GeForce GT 
835M 


1GB DDRs (plus up to 
1.7GB system RAM) 


HDMI 
None 
3 

1 
N,N 


Y, 2 (can be configured 
for 5.1) 


None 


eSATA, SD/Memory 
Stick/Pro/MMC card 
reader 


N 

N,Y 
10/100 
802.1 1b/g/n 


Windows 7 Home 
Premium (64-bit) 


Slip case 


Webcam with face 
recognition 
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AsusG53Jw 


$2,132.00 
375 x 265 x 41 
3.8kg (772g) 


Intel Core i7-740QM 
1.73GHz (2.93GHZz) 
4 (8) 

166MHZz/1 ,333MTs 
Intel HM55 


4 x 2GB PC3-10600 
(8GB) 


| 0 


Realtek HD audio 
640GB 
5,400rpm 


Blu-ray rewriter 


15.6in 
1,366 x 768 


Nvidia GeForce GTX 
460M 


1.5GB DDRS (plus up 


| to 2.5GB system RAM) 


D-SUB, HDMI 
N 

3 (1) 

N 

N,N 

YY 


3.5mm mini-jack out 
(shared) 


xD/SD/MMC/MS card 
reader 


N 

YY 
10/100/1000 
802.11b/g/n 


Windows 7 Home 
Premium (64-bit) 
Backpack 

Razer Abyssus gaming 
mouse, Nvidia 3D LCD 
shutter glasses, wimax 
modem 


MSIGX660R 


$2,499.00 
396 x 269 x 55 
3.4kg (783g) 


Intel Core i5-460M 
2.53GHz (2.8GHz) 
2 (4) 

133MHz/1 ,O66MTs 
Intel PM55 


2 x 4GB PC3-10600 
(8GB) 


1 (can only be used on 
Core i7 models) 


Realtek HD audio 
2 x 500GB (RAID 0) 
5,400rom 


Blu-ray rewriter 


15.6in 
1,920 x 1,080 
ATi Radeon HD 5870 


1GB DDR& (plus up to 
3.5GB system RAM) 


D-SUB, HDMI 
1 

2 (2) 
N 
N,N 
WY 


3.5mm mini-jack out 


Line in, eSATA, xD/SD/ 
MMC/MS card reader 


Y 

N.Y 
40/100/1000 
802.11b/g/n 


Windows 7 Home 
Premium (64-bit) 
None 

HD Webcam 


Toshiba Qosmio X500 


$3,199.00 
443 x 295 x 42 
4.8kg (8879) 


Intel Core i7-740QM 
1.73 GHz (2.93GHz) 
48) 
166MHz/1,333MTs 
PM55 


2 x 4GB PC3-8500 
(8GB) 


) 


Connexant HD audio 
640GB plus 64GB SSD 
5,400rpm 


Blu-ray rewriter 


18.4in 
1,920 x 1,080 


Nvidia GeForce GTX 
460M 


1.5GB DDRS (plus up 
to 2.5GB system RAM) 


D-SUB, HDMI 
1 
3 
1 
N,N 
YoY 


Optical out 


shared eSATA/USB, 
xD/SD/Memory Stick/ 
Pro/MMC card reader 


N 

N,Y 
10/100/1000 
802.11b/g/n 


Windows 7 Home 
Premium (64-bit) 
Yes 


HD webcam 
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and disappointing graphics. 


ce $2289 


rer www.alienware.com.au 


Realistically, you wouldn't want to travel with 
many of the laptops in this Labs test. Most 
of them are big and heaw, with the meatiest 
topping the scales at nearly 5kg. The best 
battery life on offer is just under two and a 
quarter hours, and most laptops wouldn't last 
to the end of a movie. This is why Alienware's 
M11x is such an interesting offering. With an 
11.6in screen, it's little bigger than a netbook 
and weighs in at just 2kg — almost half the 
average weight of its competitors. Even 
the mains adaptor, a sliver of black plastic 
weighing just a third of a kilo, is eminently 
portable. 

This isn't a group test for road warriors, 
though, and Alienware has made sure that 
its baby is up to more than a little gaming. 
The only question is just how much? Such 
determined pruning of the weight and size 
leaves less room for the kind of hot and 
power-hungry components needed for high 
frame rates in the latest games. There's a 
Core i5 processor, but it's a low-voltage 
i5-520UM model clocked at just 1.07GHz — 
even TurboBoost will only take it to the giddy 
heights of 1.87GHz. For 3D graphics, there's 
Nvidia's GeForce GT 335M, but while this can 
easily play most older games, it's based on 
the older GT 215 and is strictly a mid-range 
card. With no DirectX 11 support, it will 
struggle to get the best out of new games too. 

The M11x R2, despite getting off to the best 
possible start, has its work cut out to prove 
that it's a capable gaming laptop. Without 
a doubt, it has the best construction of the 
laptops on test here, with a gorgeous matt 
black finish on a rigid metal chassis that's 
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We like the AlienFX lighting control. 
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PAllonware M1IxR2 


Good looks are let down by a slow CPU 
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g_ Portable; long battery 


a life; great build quality. 


Slow in games and 


s02) applications; no 
“© DirectX Tl support. 


impervious to flex, bumps and even a full blown 
lag-induced temper tantrum. The lid shares the 
same lovely, understated finish, and while it isn't 
as rigid as the base, we'd have no qualms about 
easing on the supplied slip case and wedging 
the M11x R2 between a few t-shirts in an 
overnight bag. 

Opening up the lid reveals more of the 
design's strengths, including bossy hinges that 
won't let the top flap about. However, it also has 
a major weakness — a glossy and comparatively 
dim screen that suffers particularly badly from 
room reflections, and has very limited viewing 
angles. Looking at Alienware's predominantly 
black wallpaper from anything less than about 
two feet away, it's impossible to find a vantage 
point from which it looks a uniform shade. From 
even just a few degrees to the side, some of the 
contrast and details disappear from the steam 
effect surrounding the alien head. 

This is a shame, as the keyboard and 
trackpad are easily the best we've tried. There's 
no flex at all under the keys, giving each a 
positive stop and making them feel as though 
they'd withstand several years of enthusiastic 
gaming. The trackpad buttons feel even better, 
with a few millimetres of properly weighted and 
sprung travel, rather than the grudging millimetre 
of flex you get on most laptops. The keyboard, 
Alienware logo, power button and the fake front 
ports are illuminated in a (comparatively) tasteful 
blue, but the AlienFX software lets you set up 
colour changes and pulses, or add system or 
event triggers that will do it for you — just the 
thing if you're moonlighting as a wedding Du. 


Frustratingly, despite all the lighting options, there 
isn't anything to indicate when the hard disk is 
being accessed. 

Our review model included a 256GB 
Samsung SSD, and we weren't overly glad to 
see it. While it's quick and, as it has no moving 
parts, helps to make the M1 1x incredibly rugged 
and resistant to shock, it's a lot more expensive 
than a similar-capacity hard disk. Unless you 
expect to be gaming on a speedboat, you can 
probably manage without it. There's no room for 
a built-in optical drive though. 

If you changed your mind and wanted to 
upgrade the disk, you can access it through a 
large single plate screwed onto the underside of 
the laptop. The battery and memory are under 
here too, and we were encouraged to see that 
each of the two slots in our review system had 
a 2GB PC3-10600 module in it — faster than 
necessary for the i5-520UM's ceiling. This 4GB 
of RAM is plenty for most games, although if 
you're really strapped for cash, you could knock 
a bit off the price and opt for 2GB instead. 


Performance 

With the slowest processor and graphics card, 
it's no surprise to find that the M11x R2 couldn't 
keep pace with the other gaming laptops in our 
benchmarks. As you'd probably expect, the low- 
voltage processor can't match a regular Core 

iS M and the M11x R2's Media Benchmarks 
scores confirm it. However, at the native 1,366 

x 768 resolution in the Dirt 2 benchmark, we 
saw a smooth minimum frame rate of 25fps and 
a 29fps average. Using an external monitor so 
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This pair of 1,333MHz DDR3 SODIMM memory 


modules help the Alienware when it comes to 


performance. 


that we could test at 1,920 x 1,080 dropped 
to the frame rate to a 19fps minimum and 
22fps average, but turning down a few details 


brought the numbers back up to playable figures. 


However, it's worth noting that due to the limits 
of the GPU, the M11x R2 can only play Dirt 2 
in DirectX 10 mode, rather than the superior 
DirectX 11 mode that every other laptop in this 
Labs test managed. 

Just Cause 2 wouldn't run on the M11x R2 
until we'd updated it to the latest Nvidia drivers, 
after which the FRAPS overlay refused to work. 
The average frame rates weren't good, and even 
dropping down to 800 x 600 wouldn't make 
them playable without also dropping lots of 
detail settings. 

The BIOS lets you push the Base Clock in 
2MHz steps from 183MHz to 160MHz, but 
the fastest stable overclock we managed was 
150MHz, boosting the processor's default 


speed to 1.2GHz. While this boosted the Media 
Benchmarks scores, it didn't have a noticeable 
effect on games. 

It's no powerhouse, but the low-voltage 
processor is there for a reason. Aside from 
keeping down the heat created in the M11x 
R2's small chassis, it helps to eke the maximum 
life out of the battery. There's more help here 
from Nvidia's Optimus technology, which 
automatically switches off the 385M GPU when 
it isn't needed, handing graphics duties over to 
the processor's integrated GPU. The result is 
a web-browsing battery life of more than four 
hours, which is great for a gaming laptop but stil 
no match for a netbook. 


Conclusion 

We love the look, feel, size and battery life of the 
M11x R2, but in this Labs test, its mediocre CPU 
and graphics are severely outclassed. We hope 
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Weise finden Sie im zugehorige 


The battery dominates the internals of the 
Alienware, but for good reason - this is a gaming 
laptop that you can take on the road for hours. 


that Alienware has a top-secret research 
facility somewhere trying to cram more 3D 
muscle into a future model. That said, the 
M11x R2's small size and comparatively low 
weight make it the only option if you value 
portability over outright gaming grunt. For 
using mainly at home, we'd choose MSI's 
GX6O00R, but if we were off to see the world 
then we'd take the baby M11x R2 - albeit _ 
one with a hard disk instead of the SSD. ((@) 


Overall 


A great mobile effort, 
but lacking in pows 


\ HARDWARE 


Street Price $3199 
Manufacturer www.acer.com.au | 


Imagine the scene: you arrive home after a 
hard day at the office, fix yourself a drink, sink 
into a comfy chair and fire up your media 
centre laptop. First, you start up your virtual 
machine server farm before setting up some 
complex rendering in 3ds Max. Then you finally 
load Photoshop CSS and resume work on a 
super-billboard illustration. 

You don’t? Neither do we, which begs 
the question why the Acer 8943g - a laptop 
that’s designed for watching TV and movies, 
listening to music and playing the odd game — 
needs a ludicrous 16GB of RAM. It seems 
even stranger considering that the rest of 
the specification is so unremarkable. Let loose 
in Acer’s parts bin, we'd have spent more on 
an upgrade to the Core i7-720QM processor, 
which has four cores but only a 1.6GHz clock 
speed (up to 2.8GHz with TurboBoost). And 
instead of going nuts with the memory, we'd 
have opted for a better GPU than the Mobility 
Radeon HD 5850; although technically the 
same chip as the impressive HD 5870 in the 
MSI, it’s clocked 11 per cent slower. 

Still, this is a media centre laptop and its 
other specifications are spot on. The huge 
18.4in screen has comfortably the best image 
quality of all the laptops on test. Although it’s 
glossy, it isn’t afflicted by reflections in the 
same way as a couple of the other screens on 
test. While the vertical viewing angles could 
be better, the picture is more uniform as you 
move horizontally in front, which is ideal if you 
have a few friends watching a film with you. 

A media PC needs room for all of your 
mediums, and the Acer doesn’t disappoint in 


Looks great with 
the lid open; loads 
of disk space. 


Too much 
=, memory and not 
enough grunt. 


this respect. Its two 640GB disks are sufficient 
for a huge library of film and recorded TV, but 
sensibly, they aren’t arranged in a RAID array. 
This isn’t necessarily a bad thing. While a RAID 0 
(striped) array is fast, you'll lose all of your data if 
one of the disks fails. RAID 1 (mirrored) protects 
you from this, but it does so at the cost of half 
your disk space. With the Acer, you’d only lose 
the data on the disk that failed, but whether you 
want RAID or not, you’re stuck without it, as it 
isn't an option on Intel's HM55 chipset. 

The media centre theme is rounded off with 
a Blu-ray writer — essential in the living room — 
and a built-in digital TV tuner. This welcome 
addition is supplied with a Media Center remote 
and a screw-in antenna, but it will only receive 
standard-definition HD. One final small oddity 
is the presence of fingerprint reader, which still 


The speakers’ chromed grilles increase the aesthetic appeal. 
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Acer Aspire Ethos 8943g 


One for the film buffs, but not for gamers. 


seems out of place to us on what is not in any 
way a business PC. 

We aren't fans of the strange silver-green 
finish that Acer’s used on the outside of its 
laptops for some time, but with the lid open, 
the 895g is a handsome beast that bears 
more than a passing resemblance to Bang 
and Olufsen kit. The chicklet keyboard, which 
doesn’t have backlighting, is set into a lovely slab 
of aluminium that runs across the base. There’s 
amatte-black wrist rest, with a smoked black 
trackpad. Pressing a round button in the centre 
of this toggles on and off a media playback 
mode that disables cursor control, instead 
ighting up simple media buttons that shine 
through the trackpad. It works well, and looks 
fantastic for an entire minute before it’s covered it 
in greasy fingerprints. 

There are a couple of other irritations. While 
he lid is impressively stiff for its size and the 
hinges hold it with authority, the power and 
action buttons are set into the inside of them. 
This is fine with the lid fully open, but they rotate 
into the base as the screen closes, and can’t 
be reached with it less than around 60 degrees 
open. The speakers’ chromed grilles look 
gorgeous and sound clear and crisp at quiet 
settings, but they have little volume compared 
with the MSI, and almost no bass. 


Performance 

The comparatively lowly clock speed of the 
Acer’s i7-720QM CPU held it back during some 
of our benchmarks. This was most noticeable 

in the video encoding and image editing 
components of the Media Benchmarks, where 
its scores were narrowly lower than all but those 
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The Acer is weighted down with two 
640GB hard disks. At least they’re not 
configured in a RAID array. 


of the Alienware M11x. A decent showing in the 
multi-tasking test helped to save the day with 

a total score of 1,084, but the results underline 
the fact that a Core i5 can be quicker in practice 
than a Core i7, and 16GB of RAM won't deliver 
benefits during everyday computing. 

We've already mentioned the HD 5850's more 
leisurely frequency compared to the HD 5870 
(625MHz as opposed to 7OOMH2), but that’s 
only part of the story — at 8SOOMHz, its memory 
clock is 20 per cent slower. The HD 5870 only 
includes DDR5 memory, but the HD5850 is 
available with DDR3, GDDR3 or GDDRS — in the 
Acer’s case, it has GDDR3. While the HD 5870 
in the MSI enjoys a theoretical graphics memory 
bandwidth of 64GB/sec, the Acer must make do 
with only 25.6GB/sec, and the difference shows. 
At maximum detail settings, it could only turn ina 
playable frame rate at 1,366 x 768 in Dirt 2, with 
the Alienware running close behind. While the 
Acer was comfortably quicker than the Alienware 
in Just Cause 2, our other three laptops were 
even quicker. We had to turn all the detail 
settings to minimum and drop the resolution 
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to 1,600 x 900 to achieve a playable 26fps 
minimum and 35fps average in Just Cause 2. 

You’d never want to upgrade this laptop’s 
memory or disks, but anyone looking for 
overclocking options will be disappointed; there 
are no options in the BIOS, nor simple boost 
buttons as found in the Asus. We were hoping 
to use ATI's Overdrive overclocking menu to try 
to squeeze more from the graphics card, but the 
option wasn’t available. 


Conclusion 

The more we used the Acer, the more its looks 
grew on us but its irritations started to grate 
too. The fan's whine becomes intrusive when 
the hardware inside is working hard, and the 
air it kicks out of the laptop's left-hand side 
seems unusually hot. After a couple of hours 
of benchmarking, the left and underside of the 
keyboard were uncomfortably warm. While 
gamers won't spend much time using the 
trackpad, its glossy surface shows up grease 
marks, and doesn’t provide much tactile 
feedback as you move your fingertip. At times, 
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You can never have enough CPU or GPU power, 
but 16GB of RAM might be over the top. 


it seemed unresponsive in Windows, with 
nothing happening when we clicked on an icon. 
Despite wearing Acer’s SignalUp logo, this was 
the only laptop that seemed reluctant to stay 
connected to our 802.11n wireless network. 
We had to keep disabling its WiFi to avoid 
upsetting other nearby devices. 

Ultimately, this laptop has more memory 
than it needs and not enough 3D power for 
serious gaming. As such, it’s outpowered by 
several other laptops and we can’t recommend 
it. However, lower-spec versions, which start 
at around have the same attractive looks and 
high-quality screen, and could be ideal if you 
just want to watch films on the move. ( 


Overall 
A lotta RAM, 
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Street Price $3199 

Manufacturer www.toshiba.com.au | 
This brand-new version of Toshiba's Qosmio 
X500 is the latest media centre laptop in a 
sub-brand that's been around for quite a few 
years now. It's hard to get the styling right 

on such a hulking great laptop, but Toshiba 
keeps trying. The X500's outer case is a mix 
of various plastics, but the black honeycomb 
gloss and metallic red hangs together well. 
Depending on personal preference, you'll find 
that it either lends the laptop some pizzazz, or 
sits just the wrong side of brash. 

It's much the same story on the inside, 
where the gloss plastic seamlessly gives way 
to a matching but textured trackpad finish, 
and the power button and a range of touch- 
sensitive media keys glow red from the left- 
hand side. Oddly, both the keyboard and the 
trackpad buttons look as though they might 
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The X500 is very fast at loading Windows 
and games thanks to its 64GB SSD. 
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Toshiba Qosmio x500 | 


A great laptop for media and gaming but the colour balance is strange. 


have been recycled. In the case of the keyboard, 
the keys are full-sized Scrabble tiles that go 
against the trend for chiclets. They're lettered 
with a lovely retro font that looks as though it 
belongs back in 1982 — it's at its best on the 
Backspace key. Unfortunately, the cool design 

is blown by ritzy trackpad buttons that look as 
though they've been recycled from a Christmas 
tree ornament. 

As befits such an expensive laptop, the 
Qosmio has a decent specification. Its Core 
i7-740QM is a step up from the i7-720QM in 
the similarly expensive Acer Aspire Ethos 8943g, 
and there's an Nvidia GeForce GTX 460M that 
ought to be more suitable for gaming than the 
Acer's limp HD 5850. There's just over 700GB 
of storage, but 64GB of it is in the form of an 
SSD that hosts the operating system. While the 
Alienware's larger SSD adds an unacceptable 
premium to the M11xR2, the Qosmio's more 
modest SSD should provide a performance 
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8GB of RAM should be sufficient to keep the 
upgrade gremlins away for several years. 


boost without any apparent compromises 
elsewhere. It's easily filled up though; if you have 
a big games library then some of it will have to 
move in next to your media files on the hard disk. 
The Qosmio seems destined to shine, but 
we had a shock in store. While our sample was 
quick to access Windows, once it was there 
it looked more like it was underwater, with the 
screen showing a distinctly aquamarine colour 
bias that wasn't replicated on our external 
display, which looked fine. We tried all of the 
gamma and colour sliders in the Nvidia Control 
Panel without curing the problem, after which we 
ran Windows 7's screen colour calibration to no 
avail. Our last hope was to download the latest 
drivers from Nvidia, but the installer failed to find 
compatible hardware. Nvidia's website hardware 
scanner revealed that Toshiba expects you to 
download the driver from its own support site. 
This turned out to be version 259.12, which we 
already had installed. Thwarted, we contacted 
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As the SSD has such a limited 
capacity, the X500 also includes 
a 640GB hard disk. 
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Toshiba to ask if our sample had a fault, but 
Toshiba confirmed that the blue-biased colour 
calibration was a deliberate design decision. 
Although the Qosmio already has the 
maximum 8GB of RAM that it can handle, 
Toshiba's specification suggests that the two 
supplied 4GB DIMMs are PC3-8500, 1383MHz 
slower than the Core i7-740QM can handle. 
n many ways, this laptop is easy to live with 
hough. Its fans whine when working hard and 
he keyboard, which doesn't have the best key 
eel, becomes quite warm after a long period 
of hard work, but the wrist rest stays cool. The 
rackpad's sensitivity seems better judged 
than that of some of the competition. One final 
plus is the built-in speakers, which are among 
the best we've heard on a laptop, particularly 
for music, which sounds beautifully clear and 
detailed. While low basslines won't trouble 
the neighbours, at least it's possible to _. 
hear them. ae 


Performance 
Aside from the 
Qosmio's SSD, its 
major specs match : 
those of Asus' G53Uw, so running 
our Media Benchmarks provided a good 
opportunity to test what advantage an SSD's 
fast transfers offer over a comparatively slow 
2.5in laptop hard disk. Remembering that 

the Asus' processor is gently overclocked, 

we weren't too surprised to see it outpace 

the Qosmio on the image editing and video 
encoding tests. However, the Qosmio jumped 
into pole position in the multi-tasking test, with 
a great score of 965, compared to 910 from 
the Asus. 


These media buttons glow red. 
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With the same graphics chip, the same 
amount of graphics memory and identical core 
and memory speeds, it's no surprise that the 
Qosmio and Asus returned identical frame rates 
at 1,680 x 1,050 in Dirt 2 - a smooth 39fps 
minimum with a 44fps average. The Asus’ slight 
advantage at 1,366 x 768 isn't too surprising 
given its slightly overclocked processor, but 
we're at a loss to explain the lead that 
the Qosmio managed at 1,920 x 1,080 

— an impressive 37fps minimum and 
43fps average! 

Both laptops were also pretty level 
when it came to Just Cause 2. Although 
the Qosmio managed to maintain 
slightly higher minimum frame rates, 
the Asus achieved marginally higher 
averages at 1,366 x 768 and at 1,680 
x 1,050. One advantage of the Qosmio 
that isn't reflected in the benchmark 
scores (although it was obvious when 
sitting in front of the laptop) is that the 
load times from its SSD were incredibly 
fast, cutting down on some of the 
tedious waiting time for a level to load. 


Conclusion 
The Qosmio has a sensible specification 
that ought to make it both a great 


It performs strongly in Windows and 


media centre and a good gaming laptop. 


alm Good spec; fast performance. 


@) Oddball looks; seasick screen. 


has the power to cope with modern games, 
especially if you don't mind dropping the 
detail a bit. However, while its speakers sound 
excellent and the SSD helps Windows to fly 
through tedious housekeeping chores, the 
huge screen's dubious colour balance makes 
the real world look wrong whenever you 

look away. We haven't seen this problem on 
previous Qosmio laptops, and Toshiba wasn't 
able to suggest a workaround. We have to 
conclude that this was an intentional decision, 
but unfortunately, it’s one we just aren’t able 
to live with. © 


Overall 


A nearly solid choice 
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Asus G53Jw 


of a disappointment. 


Manufacturer www.asus.com.au 


If the Alienware’s M11xR2 is the cute, hapless 
alien left stranded on earth, the Asus G53JUw 
is the mothership come to rescue it. It’s 
coated in matt black and tapers towards the 
front, with weird angles and exhaust ports 
that wouldn’t show up on the radar until it 
was far too late. It looks bigger than it is, and 
with the lid closed, it's brutal enough to scare 
hillbillies clean off the porch. 

While the Asus looks great, it’s built like 
this for a reason. Extending the fan outlets 
backwards beyond the screen hinges 
provides space for large heatsinks and quiet 
fans, with the hot air directed well away 
from the user, along with the noise 
you’d otherwise hear. When open, the 
lid’s lower edge drops slightly below 
the level of the deck, helping to block 
more fan noise, although from the user's 
perspective it looks like a shallower, 
shorter laptop. 

While the plastics of the MS! GX660R look 
like they could have been made in different 
factories and introduced to each other at 
the last minute, the various materials of the 
Asus look as though they went to school 
together. While it doesn’t feel as robust as the 
Alienware’s rigid metal case, it appears well 
made and expensive - which in some ways it 
is. The Asus’ Core i7-740QM processor has 
four cores, each of which can handle two 
threads, but there’s only a single 640GB hard 
drive. There’s a welcome two-year warranty, 
and Asus wins points for the bundled Razer 
Abyssus gaming mouse and backpack. 


Pretty pricey and the screen is a bit 


Street Price $2132 
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Solid 

_ performance in 
awell thought 
out case. 


Poor screen; 


9. unimpressive 


battery life. 


This is one of two laptops on test that has an 
Nvidia GeForce GTX 460M graphics card. As 

in the Toshiba Qosmio X500, the graphics card 
is paired with 1.5GB of GDDR5 memory, which 
ought to place it roughly on a level with the MSI's 
Radeon HD 5870. It’s on a more backwards 
planet when it comes to the 15.6in screen, 
though, which only has a native resolution of 
1,366 x 768 — the same as the tiny 11.6in panel 
of the Alienware. There’s more than a passing 
resemblance between these two when it comes 
to picture quality. The Asus’ display is a fair bit 
brighter than that of the M11x, but it’s cursed 
with similarly narrow viewing angles, particularly 
vertically. 


This laptop supports Nvidia’s 3D Vision. 
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There is one way that this laptop’s screen 
trumps the opposition, however. With a 120Hz 
refresh rate, it’s fast enough to support Nvidia 
3D Vision via a bundled pair of shutter glasses 
and infrared transmitter. While the 3D effect 
can be very good, it’s highly variable between 
different games. What's more, a significant 
number of people simply can’t view or 
appreciate the 3D effect due to their eyesight. 

The Asus is significant quieter than the 
other laptops on test. There’s a barely 
audible whoosh from the fans that gathers 
little volume as the computer begins to work 
harder. Even flat out, the pitch is low and 
there's no hint of a whine, making it easy to 
tune out. After hours of benchmarking, the 
keyboard was only slightly warm, while the 
underside stayed beautifully cool. 


Performance 
Alongside the Toshiba, the Asus has the 
most powerful processor in this test, helping 
it to turn in the best result in the Media 
Benchmarks. Its image editing score of 1,158 
was some way ahead of the next best PC. 
However, while an overall score of 1,194 is 
impressive for a laptop, it makes the gulf 
between desktop and laptop speeds very 
evident; we’d expect a mid-range gaming 
desktop to score around 1,500 points, with 
high-end machines topping 2,000. 

At 1,366 x 768 in Dirt 2, the Asus was 
able to show MSI’s GX660R a clean pair of 
heels, turning in a minimum frame rate of 
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Unfortunately, unlike all the other laptops in this Labs test the inner workings of the G53Jw are not user accessible. 
This not only means we can’t prove it’s not powered by magic and pixies, but also that you won’t be able to upgrade it. 


53fps with an average of 61fps. The difference 
was far less at higher resolutions, however, with 
the MSI producing a higher frame rate at its 
1,920 x 1,080 native screen resolution. In Just 
Cause 2, the MSI was slightly faster than the 
Asus, although neither laptop could play the 
game smoothly without sacrificing some quality 
settings. 

In theory, rendering alternate left- and 
right-eye frames should only halve the frame 
rate, but the performance hit on the Asus was 
worse when we enabled 3D Vision. Although it 
managed a 20fps minimum and 33fps average 
running the Just Cause 2 benchmark at 1,366 x 
768, these slumped to 8fos and 14fps with 3D 
Vision switched on. 

Like Asus’ larger and more powerful G73, the 
G53Jw can be overclocked, but while the G73’s 
BIOS allows manual settings, the GS8Jw BIOS 
is far more limited. The processor and memory 
details are displayed for information, but they 
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can’t be accessed or changed. That leaves 
users stuck with Asus’ Battery Saving, Quiet 
Office, Entertainment and High Performance 
presets. Battery Saving leaves the 133MHz 
Base Clock unchanged, but limits the processor 
multiplier and therefore its overall speed. Every 
other mode boosts the Base Clock to 142MHz, 
but realistically such a small overclock barely 
generates any extra performance. 

Battery mode is good if you want to get the 
absolute maximum from a full charge, but it isn’t 
necessarily beneficial. We carried out our battery 
life test in Entertainment mode (with our usual 
tweaks to prevent the screen from turning off) 
and managed an underwhelming one hour and 
36 minutes of web browsing. Repeating the test 
in Battery mode only added six minutes to the 
uptime before the battery ran out. Other settings 
have a less noticeable effect; we saw identical 
performance benchmark scores in Entertainment 
and High Performance mode, for example. 


Conclusion 

We want to love the G53Uw, as it looks great 
and feels like quality kit, and Asus’ clever 
cooling system makes it easier to live with 
than most gaming laptops. However, the 
screen is a major disappointment and it just 
doesn’t quite seem worth the money. Even if 
the mouse, 3D glasses and backpack make 
up for it to some extent, the MSI is the better 
gaming laptop. ( 


Overall 
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Laptop vs Desktop 


Unless you've been brainwashed or are simply 
aghast at the flashy looks and loutish demeanour 
of the five gaming laptops in this month's 
Head2Head, you'll know that these portable 
gaming machines come at a price. The premium 
you pay compared with a similarly specified 
desktop can be nothing short of eye watering. 
The best laptop, the MSI GX660R, costs the 
same as the Game Box in our KitLog. The latter. 
is equipped with an Intel Core i5-2500K, 4GB 

of RAM and a GTX460 - enough clout to make 
amockery of any laptop. We take a look at the 
pros and cons of gaming laptops, and we've 
even built a similarly priced PC to find out just 
how significant a premium you're paying for 
foleyacclelicnesclaniaen 


Laptop Fanboy 

A laptop is a complete package, whereas our 
KitLogged Gaming PC is just a tower filled with 
hardware. If you're tired of lugging your desktop 
to LAN parties, or want some sneaky gaming 
sessions when your other half isn't looking, a 
gaming laptop can make things easier. It's even 
possible to game on the move and you could be 
playing Dirt 2 on your next train journey instead 
of reading yesterday's copy of Mx, courtesy of 
the kind soul that left the trashy free paper on 
the seat next to you. 

A laptop can also save you a considerable 
amount of space. There's no need for a 
dedicated room or even a desk, plus you can 
pack your laptop away in a cupboard once 
you've finished with it. Those who have attended 
LAN parties or university will know how much 
of a pain it is to dismantle a PC and reassemble 
it somewhere else. A laptop takes a fraction of 
the time to setup and as all gaming laptops have 
video outputs, you can use a monitor in addition 
to your favourite keyboard and mouse too. 

A gaming laptop isn't just confined to games 
either — you can use it for anything you'd use a 
standard laptop for too. Tree-huggers out there 
will appreciate the tiny amount of materials and 
packaging your average gaming laptop uses — 
the plastic, boxes and bubble wrap that you'll be 
left with after building your PC usually requires a 
dedicated trip to the tip. 


Desktop Fanboy 

There are some very convincing reasons to buy 
or build a gaming desktop instead of a gaming 
laptop. Due to their compact size, laptops 
aren't very upgradable, with their custom-made 
motherboards going with them to the grave. As 
such, you'll be lucky to upgrade your laptop's 
CPU and memory even once in its lifetime. 
Every aspect of a desktop on the other hand is 
upgradable. 

There's something to be said for a nice comfy 
chair and ergonomic desk for long periods of 
use too. This lends itself to big gaming sessions 
or dealing with coursework, reports and so 
forth. Laptop keyboards vary wildly too - some 


are great, while others can be terrible. With a 
desktop, it's quick and simple to replace an 
uncomfortable or broken keyboard. There's 

no disputing the fact that laptops are easier to 
carry around, but this means that they're easier 
to steal too — thefts of laptops are much more 
common than desktops. Most gaming laptops 
weigh between 3-4kg, so while they're more 
portable than a desktop, you'll still be feeling your 
muscles after carrying one around all day. 

The main reason to buy a desktop over a 
laptop, though, is value for money. You're paying 
a huge premium for the privilege of portability. So 
much so that buying a gaming laptop usually 
means spending twice the amount for the same 
performance. In other words, for the same 
money“as the MSI GX660R gaming laptop, you 
could build a PC that's twice as fast. 


Truth or Lies? 


To lend weight to our laptop vs desktop debate, 
we've put together a desktop comprising some 
of our favourite components and peripherals, 
including a lustrous 23in IPS TFT monitor to 
make a complete PC that costs the same as the 
MSI GX660R. We've pitched them against each 
other in our Media Benchmarks and also in Dirt 2 
and Just Cause 2 to show how much faster our 
desktop is than the best gaming laptop. 


THE GAMING PC: 

CPU Intel Core i5-2500K 

CPU cooler Thermaltake Frio 
Motherboard Asus P8P67 

Memory 4GB Corsair XMS PC3-12800 
Hard disks 1TB Samsung SpinPoint F3 
GPU Nvidia GeForce GTX 460 1GB 
Optical drive Samsung SH-D162D 
Case SilverStone PS02B Precision 
Sound card Asus Xonar DX 

Power supply Antec TruePower New TP-650 
Headset Razer Carcharias 

Monitor Viewsonic VP23865WB 

Mouse Mionix Naos 5000 

Keyboard Cyborg V5 

OS Windows 7 Home Premium 64-bit 


THE GAMING LAPTOP (MSI GX660R): 
CPU Intel Core i5-460M 

Memory 8GB PC3-10600 

Hard disks 2 x 500GB 5,400rpm (RAID 0) 
GPU ATI Radeon HD 5870M 

Sound card On-board 

OS Windows 7 Home Premium 64-bit 
Optical drive Blu-ray rewriter 


The MSI GX660R was immediately put in its 
place by our desktop in our Media Benchmarks, 
with the latter proving twice as fast, even at 
stock speeds. For example, in the multi- 
tasking test, the GX660R managed 
a score of just 713 while the desktop 
recorded a far healthier 1,423 at stock 
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speed and 1,746 after we overclocked the CPU 
from 3.3GHz to 4.6GHz. The video encoding 
test saw a huge boost when we overclocked the 
CPU, raising its score from 2,649 to 3,571, while 
the GX660R could only muster 1,491. Overall, 
the GX660R scored 1,090 while our desktop at 
stock speed scored 1,889 and a massive 2,449 
when overclocked. 

It was a very similar story in games, where 
the GX660R managed a minimum frame rate of 
86fps in Dirt 2 at 1,920 x 1,080 with no AA. This 
was perfectly smooth, but our desktop again 
made a mockery of the GX660R, with a minimum 
frame rate of 6Ofps at stock speed — the upper 
limit with vsync enabled. Even with 4x AA enabled, 
the desktop was siill faster than the GX660R 
with AA disabled in Dirt 2. In Just Cause 2, the 
GX660R could only manage a minimum frame 
rate of 16ffps, so the game was decidedly jerky. 
Our desktop fared better with a minimum frame 
rate of 24fps, which rose to 27fps once we'd 
overclocked the CPU and graphics card—a 
healthy 76 per cent faster than the GX660R. 

If you're desperate to play PC games on 
the bus then you have few options other than 
a gaming laptop. However, as we've shown, 
they're severely lacking compared to a similarly 
priced desktop. If you’ aren't adverse to a bit of ~ 
overclocking, Intel's new range of Sandy Bridge 
CPUs are ludicrously fast once overclocked 
(though you might want to hold off until the 
motherboard situation is more stable), with our 
system proving to be more than twice as fast as 
the GX660R occasions. Even at stock speed, 
our desktop put the laptop to shame — a factor 
that's worth considering if, having read our test, 
you were reaching for your wallet. 


HARDWARE 


HEAD 2 HEAD 


‘MSI GX660R 


not without its flaws. 


If you had no idea what made a good gaming 
PC, you'd be forgiven for guessing that lights 
and red plastic have something to do with it — 
particularly when it comes to laptops. There's 
a school of design somewhere teaching 
designers that swathes of red wil liven up 

the most dull computer chassis, and that 

any computer intended for gamers must be 
lit up like the Harbour Bridge at NYE. In this 
regard, the GX660R almost lives up to MSI's 


the laptop’s edges, while we counted no less 
thank five different types of plastic used in the 
case’s build. 

While MSI's website talks about “clean 
flowing lines and a beautiful black finish”, we 
aren't giving this laptop any style awards. The 
GX660R's base is matt black, the lid and parts 
of the keyboard surround gloss black, and the 
wrist rest is charcoal-grey honeycomb gloss. 
However, while the overall effect is jumbled 
and a little plasticky, it isn’t too offensive, and 
we're prepared to cut MSI some slack; this 
machine comes in at a pretty good price point 
for the power on offer. 

If we have our doubts about the styling, 
we've none about the GX660R's spec. There's 
a 15.6in screen with the full 1,920 x 1,080 
resolution, 8GB of RAM, a Blu-ray writer and 
plenty of room on two 500GB SATA disks, 
striped in a RAID 0 array to create a single 
1TB volume. We've never been convinced 


The best of the gaming laptops but it’s 


Street Price $2499 
Manufacturer www.msi.com 


reputation for this. Orange LED strips mark out 


Proper gaming 
as power on a budget. 


Naff style and 
~~ dodgy keyboard. 


about the performance benefit of RAID 0, and 
striping together two disks together like this is a 
terrible idea for a mobile computer — if one disk 
fails then you'll lose all your data. In short, a RAID 
O array is barely any faster than a single hard 
disk and twice as likely to die. 

A much better choice is the ATi Mobility 
Radeon HD 5870 graphics card; on paper, this 
ought to have the edge over the Nvidia GTX 
460M chips in the Asus G53JUw and Toshiba 
Qosmio X500. 

Hard disks aside, the GX660R has a well- 
balanced specification, with the only potential 
compromise being the Core i5-460M processor. 


There's another slight warning bell to sound 

at this point though — while the chassis has 
three slots for memory modules, each takes a 
maximum 4GB DDR3 DIMM. GX660 models 
with a Core i7 processor can have 12GB of RAM 
arranged in three channels, but the dual-channel 
memory controller on Core i5 chips limits them 
to the two 4GB DIMMS already fitted. The 
pre-installed 8GB is plenty of RAM for now, but 
it might not cut the mustard a few years down 
the line. 

While there aren't any clock speed options 
available in the BIOS, there's a turbo button 
that steps up the Base Clock from 133MHz to 
just under 140MHz, marginally increasing the 
processor's speed to 2.65GHz, and a maximum 
2.93GHZz with TurboBoost. If you're feeling 
sympathetic, you could press the fan boost 
button, which goads the cooler into shifting huge 
volumes of air, but everything seemed stable 
and quiet with the fan left to adjust its speed 
according to the load. Although it can become 
fairly loud, there’s no whine, making it tolerable at 
all but the maximum speed. 

It's also easy to drive the Radeon HD 5870 
beyond its stock 7OOMHz GPU and 1GHz 
memory clocks using ATI's Overdrive, but 
you need to be careful not to push it too far. 
Selecting the maximum 860MHz and 1.2GHz 
made Catalyst Control Center hang and we had 
to underclock the graphics card with a third- 
party tool before the GX660R was stable again. 

Using the GX660R is a mixed bag. It stays 
cooler than any other laptop in this Labs test, 
so you won't be sliding off keys or removing 
yourself from the gene pool in the heat of 
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Two hard disks in RAID 1 may give you more peace of mind, but 
RAID 0 barely improves performance and massively increases the 


chance of your laptop losing all its data. 


battle, but the trackpad isn’t as sensitive to 
finger pressure as we'd like, and the keyboard 

is among the worst here. There’s not much 
wrong with the layout other than a horizontal 
Enter key, but the feel of the keys leaves a lot to 
be desired. Instead of a robust stop, there's a 
squidgyness at the bottom of their travel, and 
pressing firmly makes surrounding keys sag in 
sympathy. Rather worryingly for a gaming laptop, 
this is at its worst around the WASD keys, which 
are labelled with big red arrows and are likely to 
receive a pounding, resulting in a rattling noise 
that suggests the keyboard might not live for as 
long as you'd like it to. 


Performance 

While it sounds like a mix of good and bad so 
far, it’s all good when the GX660R is used in 
anger. Although the specs of its Core i5 are 
inferior to those of most of its competitors, it 
kept within touching distance of the two laptops 
running Core i7-740QM processors in the Media 
Benchmarks, and narrowly beat the Acer Aspire 
(with a Core i7-720QM) overall. Repeating the 
tests with the Turbo button on increased the 
noise a little, but it also boosted all the results bar 
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the multi-tasking, taking the GX660R’s overall 
score from 1,090 up to 1,159. 

For a laptop, the GX660R’s 3D performance is 
excellent across the board. While we expected it 
to have the measure of the GeForce GTX 460M 
in the Asus G53Uw and Toshiba’s Qosmio X500, 
we weren't expecting it to do it in such style. 
Tested with Turbo mode off and the graphics 
card at its default clocks, the GX660R delivered 
the fastest minimum and average frame rates 
in Just Cause 2, coming close to playable 
speeds at 1,680 x 1,050 with the highest detail 
settings. The processor-only Turbo mode made 
no difference here, while increasing the GPU 
to 800MHz with a 1.2GHz memory speed only 
nudged the minimum frame rate from 18fps to 
19fps, and the average from 28fps to 29fps. 

Encouraged by the fair amount of performance 
on offer without overclocking, we repeated 
the 1,920 x 1,080 benchmark with the water 
and object detail on High, and with decals, soft 
particles, high-res shadows, screen space 
ambient occlusion (GSAO) and point light specular 
effects all turned off; this produced an almost 
playable 24fps minimum and 29fps average. 

We tend to see better performance from 


The cooling system is fairly loud but 
at least it doesn’t whine. 


Nvidia cards on the Dirt 2 benchmark, but the 
GX660R struggled in this test, especially at 
low resolutions, where its weaker processor 
came into play. Still, its high-resolution frame 
rate was among the highest of our testing, and 
all of its results were well above the minimum 
needed for smooth and immersive gameplay. 


Conclusion 

The GX660R is the pick of this crop of laptops, 
as it combines good performance with a 
competitive low price. However, while it’s the 
best gaming laptop we've seen recently, that 
doesn't necessarily mean that we recommend 
buying it. There are just too many flaws 

that we can’t overlook, such as the styling, 


trackpad and keyboard. 


Overall 


A great laptop... 
but still just a laptop. 
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AUD2599 


hy do all people buy from MS 


Find products you 
re near you in VIC, 
Well known for 


Pascoe Vale 
- Clayton 
 Boxhill 
Brooklyn 
North Melbourne 
Cheltenham 
_ Geelong-CBD 


Fyshwick 
Auburn - 


Ultimo — 
Chipping Norton 


DDR3-1333MHz up to 16GB 


25 Stores Nation Wide 


VIC/NSW/QLD/SA/WA 
ACT - Fyshwick Branch Open Now!!! 
Best Range - Best Price - Best Coverage 


421 Waverly Rd 


- 439 Gaffney St 
9, 214-224 Wellington Rd 


Suite 1, 2A Cambridge St 
553C Geelong Road — 

653 Queensberry St 

Shop 7, 1291 Nepean Hwy. 
138 Myers St ; 


482 Whitehorse Road 


75-17 Collie Street 


703/9572.4417) 
03.9379 4677 
~ 03 9560 2288 
03 9897 4833 
03.9314 1377 
03.9328 2029 
0395840599 
035221 4344 = 
03 9873 3755 
02.6239 1011 


Shop 11B Level'1, 219 Parramatta Rd” 02.9648 4116 


60A, 558 Jones St ; 
6, 53-55 Govenor Macquarie Dr 


02.9280 3123 
"029728 2997 


au.msi.com 
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hese are two of our basic systems, with 

something for every taste. The Game Box is 
put together with money-saving in mind, but also 
an eye to getting as much bang for buck. Our 
build has jsut gotten a little more expensive, but for 
that few hundred you're also getting cutting edge 
performance and one of the most overclockable 
chips you can get today. 


HARDWARE 


Thanks a lot, Intel. We go and doa 
full update of KitLog to feature your 
shiny new chipset, and you go and 
mess the thing up with a faulty SATA II 
architecture. And a major product 
recall... sigh. 

So, for now, we're going to leave Sandy Bridg 
in here because fixed parts will come soon, bu 
we recommend you hold off purchasing until 
those parts are fully available. More info on p./ 


The Perfect PC, on the other hand, is the system 
everyone aspires to, with nothing but the best 
parts — without going crazy, though. It’s a collection 
of all the greatest hardware that we'd pick without 
a budget, sure to impress with performance and 
sheer style. 
Oh, and if you're wondering what the Ref IDs are, 

that’s the ID of that article on our website. Just enter 
it like this - www.atomicmpc.com.au/?NUMBER 
— and you'll go straight to that review. 
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CPU 


Intel Core iS 2500-K 


PRICE $290 


Sandy Bridge’s combination of 
cost and overlocking prowess is 
awesome. 

Issue 122, Page 36 


MOTHERBOARD 


GIGABYTE P67A-UD7 
PRICE $365 

A great P67 board with some 
nice features. 
Issue 122, Page 46 


ee G.Skill Ripjaws | 
= F3-I0666CL7D-4GBRH| 
Qu PRICE $130 
= Great value, tight timings, and 
some flexibility. 
=) NVIDIAGTX460 
Ss PRICE $245 
ox A reference-design card, but 
ad plenty fast for gaming bliss. 
i Issue 116, Page 38 
> 
% 


MOTHERBOARD 


MEMORY 


AMD Phenom II 
X6 1090T 


PRICE $355 
Six cores of high- 
powered processing joy. 

Red ID: 220395 


MSI 890FXA-GD70 


PRICE $265 


A high-end AMD platform with full 
CrossFire support, great OC’er. 
Ref ID: 221656 


Corsair Dominator GT 
CMT4GX3M2A2000C8 


PRICE $220 


Red-hot memory for dual- 
channel speed. 


VIDEO CARD 


ATI5970 

PRICE $780 

A dual-cored DX11 beast, 
the most powerful yet. 
Ref ID: 173167 


For more builds 


KITLOG € 


check out the Kitlog E-mag at atomicmpc.com.au/kitlog 


SUBTOTAL: $1890 | 


F Coolermaster Hyper 212 Antec Lanboy Air 
Hi - res A PRICE $220 
5 eee te avely ae Unique looks and excellent 
D ; cooling design. 
4 Issue 120, Page 48 
Ly 
> 
z TTB HDD c& Razer Arctosa 
5 PRICE $90 Ss PRICE $50 
5 A thousand gigabyte storage co A cool-looking keyboard that'll 
= drive on the cheap. fai serve you very well. 
a S Ref ID: 149483 
n 
Viewsonic VX2233WM Verbatim Rapier V1 | 
x PRICE $215 os PRICE $65 
L 21.5 inches of value-packed =] Great gaming performance and 
Ya) screen, great buy. O nifty features. 
5 Issue 108, Page 42 = Issue 96, Page 43 
Plantronics Onboard Realtek OCZ ModXStream Pro G(O0W 
> Gamecom777 ALC889A Ce>; PRICE $105 
= PRICE $80 Adecent chip thatdoees = aa Plenty of wattage, reliable, 
. i i job. modular for neatness. 
F? _Solid sat of cane with ie eb DA ove 10a Pages 
| Issue 101, Page 41 
| 
| \ 
| SUBTOTAL: $5114 
lermaster ATCS 84 
E Noctua NH-U12P SE2 = Coolermaster ATCS 840 
cH PRICE $95 eA Heaps of fans, plenty of space, and 
_) Two fans, quiet and nice 3 dripping with quality. 
= overclocking capacity. Ref ID: 132479 


Issue 107, Page 48 


Ta) 
=  OCZREvoDrivex2& = Razer BlackWidow 
oO WD 600GB VelociRaptor = . | 
= PRICE $780 + $400 co ii a la in | 
Superfast SSD with zi t i . 
A ocz: Issue 121, Page pi oe Go Issue 122, Page 50 
A WD Ref ID: 220323 
| Dell U2410 Microsoft Sidewinder 
= PRICE $699 LH X8 Wireless 
a In-Plane Switching, 1.07 = PRICE $105 
2 billion colours and 24 inches. = Cable-less, comfortable, lag-free 
| and fraggable! 
Ref ID: 148422 
LogitechZ-5500D & Creative X-Fi XFX 850W 
2 PRICE $400 Titanium HD eee 
S renee good. PRICE $270 = a Plenty of power, ultra-stable 
ef ID: 22626 i i = rails and a great price. 
= pelea ar oN Issue 107, Page 50 


Issue 115, Page 47 
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AMING PC 


_ FEAR THE STINGER 


eg é - 
RS 


What the critics say: 


a Tielbordembetweenmainesstand|genius) 
ISIVERY Narrow mandpthis|Pcgsits|ightony tad 
on FG POURED 


Intel Core i7 980X Extreme Edition (4.0+GHz) 
Asus X58 Premium Chipset 
Corsair 6GB Kit (3x2GB) 1600MHz DDR3 
2x Gigabyte Radeon 5870 1GB 
2 x Corsair Force Series 64GB SSD (RAID 0) 
1TB Samsung SATAII HDD 
LG Blu-Ray Reader, HD Audio, GB LAN 
Corsair Obsidian 800D Tower Case 
Corsair 1000W PSU 
Corsair Hydro Series H70 CPU Cooler 
2 x Noctua 120mm Pressure Optimised Fans 
3 x Noctua Impeller Fans 


WWW . Ss Cc Oo rpte Cc . Cc O m 1 a u Pho ne: ls ° 0 726 77 ae Excepted - All Rights and Trademarks are property of their respective owners 
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Dan Rutter on the sacred art of mucking about. 


| really cannot speak too highly of buggering 
about. Unproductive twiddling. Mucking 
around. Playing. 

I’m partly in favour of frivolous activity 
because a life without fun isn’t much of a life 
at all. But mucking about is also an absolutely 
essential component of the creative process, 
and a life without creativity is also not much 
of a life. 

The kind of mucking about that leaps 
most easily to the mind of people reading this 
magazine is, of course, video games, and 
there’s considerable room for creativity in at least 


concerning spot-welding tin cans with a pencil 
lead must be performed. 

And when a drain blocks, | always seize the 
opportunity to mix caustic soda into a bucket 
of cold water until the water starts boiling, and 
then dump the terrifying concoction down the 
likeliest-looking plughole. | do this not because 
| have any real expectation that it'll help (NaOH 
can do some good against greasy clogs and 
slowly destroy other organic matter, but the 
odds are not fantastic). It’s just so much fun to 
don the eye protection and stir up a bucket of 
hot liquid death. 


It’s just so much fun to don the eye protection 
and stir up a bucket of hot liquid death. 


some of those. Physics games, god games, 
Minecraft, any game where you can make your 
own maps, creative griefing, oddball MMOs like 
A Tale in the Desert and Second Life... 

You're probably not nurturing your creative 
soul if you play CODBLOPS or Dead Space, but 
everything from puzzle games to Conway's Life 
definitely qualifies, as did my friend at school 
who delighted in making Lode Runner levels 
that anticipated the manic brutality of | Wanna 
Be The Guy. 

The tools of the electronics workshop are 
even better. 

Did you know that you can turn a red LED 
orange or an amber LED green, if you submerge 
them in a spraycan-lid of furiously boiling freezer 
spray? Raise the voltage! Try for blue! 

Oh, and my 31V, 5A current-regulated bench 
power supply is far more useful than my old 15V, 
thirty-amp totally-NOT-current-regulated one. 
But that old one is what | turn to when a paper 
clip needs to be used to illuminate my office 
(dansdata.com/io091.htm), or experiments 
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And, the other day, | bought an electric 
cattle prod. 

| have no cattle. | am not into S&M. 

But it now occurs to me that | probably 
should have bought two of them, so party- 
guests could have sword fights. 

Getting back to computers, it’s becoming 
easier and easier to fritter and waste your hours 
in an offhand way, and almost accidentally end 
up making something quite impressive. The 
best example of this today is user-friendly 
music software that comes with a whole library 
of synthesised and sampled instruments, and 
doesn’t require a MIDI keyboard or any ability to 
read music. 

Tiresomely, though, mucking about is usually 
necessary, but not sufficient, for useful creativity. 
Bands that, like, totally had to be high when they 
made that record, dude, almost always weren't. 
(The above-quoted Pink Floyd is a prime 
example.) And painters and sculptors and 
writers and photographers may start out just 
mucking about whittling a log or trying to 


Dy, 


~~ 


day? = 


take fisheye photos of insects, but they all have 
to knuckle down and actually work if they want 
to bring a project to completion. Just mucking 
about is, generally, no more likely to lead to an 
impressive creative work than eating far too 
much is likely to lead to a championship 

Sumo career. 

If you’re afraid to fiddle with things with no 
clear goal in mind, though, you're a bit like people 
who're afraid to do anything new on their PC in 
case they get a virus or format C or something. 

So, do something freeform and aimless today. 
If you've no particular goal, you can’t fail. 

And you may learn something. Or make 
something. Or both. ( 


Care to get creative with Dan? 
dan@atomicmpc.com.au 


Experience the evolution of high 
resolution 3D gaming audio 
with the Dual Mode Sound 
Blaster Tactic3D Sigma gaming 
headset. Connect via minijacks 
or use the Dual Mode adapter 
to connect to your PC or 
Mac’s USB port for the full 
THX TruStudio Pro experience 
including THX TruStudio Pro 
Surround for immersive 3602 
headphone surround. 


for) 


CREATIVE (Pc[ MAC) 


High Resolution Qual Mode 3D Surround Headset 


ae | 


BLASTER 
\Talric 2 
sigma 


HEADSET FROM 
CREATIVE LABS! 


_ Become an Atomic subscriber this month 
and you'll go in the draw to win a Tactic3D 
Sigma gaming headset from Creative Labs. 
Save money every month and win a great 
prize. Made from win! Plus, Atomic will be 
delivered to your door, for free, every month. 


You'll never have to leave home again. /ISTHISTHE NEXT GREAT MNiG? 
FINDOUTWITHOUR MASSIVEBETAPREVIEW! Bi 


WE'VE HAD MORE TIMET 
THIS NEW CPU, SO FIND OUT OUR 
FINAL VERDICT - HOT CHIPOR NOT? 


“ HANDS ON 


We've played the Campaign and taken on the 
world in multiplayer —and this game delivers! 


|YEAR (12 ISSUES) FOR AS79.95 


Ta BREACH, DC UNIVERSE ONLINE, PLUS <€ r 
= HOT MODS FOR BORDERLANDS AND MORE! 


xj Haymarket Subscriptions <= T30Q 610 7/65 


L] Gift 


YES, Please send an ATOMIC subscription to C] Me 

3 YEARS - (36 issues) $179.95 = SAVE $142 L] 2 YEARS -— (24 issues) $129.95 = SAVE $84 CJ 1 YEAR - (12 issues) $69.95 = SAVE $37 CO 1 YEAR NZ - (72 issues) $79.95 
MY DETAILS: AND/OR PLEASE SEND A GIFT SUBSCRIPTION TO: 

MR/MRS/MS/MISS FIRST NAME SURNAME MR/MRS/MS/MISS FIRST NAME SURNAME 

| ADDRESS ADDRESS 

SUBURB/TOWN STATE POSTCODE SUBURB/TOWN STATE POSTCODE 
; DAYTIME PHONE EMAIL DAYTIME PHONE EMAIL 

PAYMENT DETAILS: LJ Cheque/Money order for $___is enclosed (payable to Haymarket Media) (ABN 61 083 06914) 

OR charge my Visa | MasterCard a American Express Card No. | | | | | | | | | | | | | | | | | 

Cardholder's signature Expiry date / Cardholder's name 


Please tick if you do not wish to receive any offers or information from Haymarket Media or its partners. 


\ “Offer only available to Australian subscribers until 12/4/2011. For overseas prices and terms and conditions, visit www.atomicmpc.com.au/subscribe or call +61 2 8296 5495 H 
' Quote ‘1097’ when ordering subscription. Authorised under NSW Permit Number: LTPM/10/00462 and ACT TP10/0232 4097 ' 
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COMPUTER ACCESSORIES 


A I CASE DESIR 


The latest collaboration from Thermaltake 
and BMW DesignWorks 


= 


maitake 


rey Ther! 


Extra Room for Long 
Graphics Cards 


5 x Hot-Swappable HDD Bays 


USB 3.0 Support Liquid Cooling Ready 


Top mounted HDD Dock! 


Toughpower 


e | Grand 


@ Fo Laie Available in 650 Watt and 750 Watt models 
WA LMA EGLY LADY 
VE Bracx ES A Cel 


Egon 


UK International 
ijk.com.au 
02 9745 0977 


Mwave 


mwave.com.au 
1300 727 446 


Orange IT 
orangeit.com.au 
02 9281 8982 


Computer Alliance 
computeralliance.com.au 
07 3421 3200 


Game Dude 
gamedude.com.au 
07 3387 1500 


Umart Online 
umart.com.au 
07 3369 3928 


PC Plus 
www.pcplus.com.au 
08 8262 7134 
DNA Systems 


dnasystems.com.au 
08 8281 7185 


Photech 
photech.com.au 
08 8349 4334 


MSY 
www.msy.com.au 
03 9560 2288 


PC Case Gear 
www.pccasegear.com.au 
03 9551 0889 
Scorpion Technology 


www.scorptech.com.au 
03 8561 3200 


Centre Com 
www.centrecom.com.au 
03 8311 7600 


Computer & Parts Land 


www.cpl.net.au 
03 8542 8688 


CNET Technology 
www.cnettech.com.au 
03 9318 2288 


Austin Computers 
www.austin.net.au 
08 9201 2788 


PLE Computers 
www.ple.com.au 
08 9309 4771 


TechBuy 
techbuy.com.au 
02 9648 1818 


N HARDWARE 


__ HANDS-ON TUTORIALS FOR THE TECHNICALLY MINDED _ 
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tig? Then you need to check out our new KitLog eBook, a quarterly 
online publication dedicated to showing you the best gear for more 


. www.atomicmpc.com.au/kitlog 


ATOMIC.EDU F2 
Chris Taylor on courses to get 
you into game development. 


GAME TWEAKS 74 
Get the best out of World of 
Warcraft without spending a cent. 


MAXIMUM POWER COMPUTING 


Keep up with the 
latest from Atomic! 


Atomic isn’t restricted to the pages of 
this magazine, and there’s still plenty 
more to be had online. Make sure you 
grab the latest content, competitions 
and posts straight from your favourite 
mag by signing up for the weekly 
newsletter - it’s what we would do! 


~ Do you like building systems? 


Are you keen to always know the best hardware for any PC build or 


than a half-dozen PC projects. 


Only available at 
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ATOMIC.EDU 


Courses in game developmen 


GAME DEVELOPMENT 


Studying your way into the games industry has never been easier... 


ot that long ago, things were different. 

‘There were no dedicated courses for those 
wanting to get into games development. And, 
slowly, course providers woke up to the fact there 
was significant demand for such qualifications. 
Some IT faculties offered electives in games 
coding or animation as part of their Computer 
Science or Multimedia programmes. A couple 
of institutes largely dedicated to electronic 
entertainment popped up: the AIE, which was 
initially based only in Canberra, and QANTM 
College. The situation improves each year. If you 
want to study a dedicated games development 
course, no longer do you have to consider 
moving interstate: you can go to TAFE, university 
or one of the dedicated institutes, although 
predictably more is on offer to those living in the 
eastern states. The AIE now has campuses in 
three cities. Major universities, such as RMIT 
and Queensland University of Technology, offer 
Bachelor-level courses you can pay for through 
the HELP deferred payment system. 


Specialised institutes 
The Academy of Interactive Entertainment 
(www.aie.edu.au) has been open for fifteen 
years and now has campuses in Canberra, 
Melbourne and Sydney. It also delivers some 
courses via the internet. It offers a reasonable 
selection of qualifications specialising in both the 
programming and art aspects of development. 
They range from short courses to two year long 
Advanced Diploma-level courses. The Canberra 
campus is the only campus to offer a Bachelor- 
level programme: the three year long Bachelor of 
Games and Virtual Worlds (Programming). 

The shorter courses are generally offered only 
online. All three campuses of the AIE run holiday 


courses aimed at school-age games enthusiasts. 


Check out their website for more information 

on their school holiday offerings: if you’re 

under 18, it’s a good way to get a taste for what 
development is really like and see if you'd like the 
AIE. If you're over the age of 18 but still want a 
‘cheap’ taste of the AIE before committing to a 
full-time Diploma, check out some of the online 
short courses. 

As with TAFE, it’s possible to enrol in a lower 
level qualification (Say, a Certificate Ill) and, if you 
find you like it and you're good at it, emerge a 
couple of years later with an Advanced Diploma 
or Bachelor. 

QANTM College (www.qantmcollege.edu. 
au) also has campuses in four cities: Brisbane, 
Melbourne, Sydney and Perth. Like the AIE, it 
offers a variety courses at a variety of levels. You 
can study Certificate and Diploma-level courses 
both on campus and online or you can look to 
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their flagship courses, the Bachelor of Interactive 
Entertainment and Bachelor of Creative Media. 
With the Bachelor of Interactive Entertainment 
you can choose to major in animation, design 
or programming. QANTM students have access 
to the FEE-HELP system and the institute also 
offers a number of scholarships to students who 
demonstrate a high level of ability. 

Raffles College of Design & Commerce in 
Sydney, is another private institute that offers a 
Bachelor of Arts with a games design stream. 


TAFE and University 


In addition to the two big specialised institutes, 
many of Australia’s universities and TAFEs offer 
qualifications in games development. These 
range from Diploma level courses, such as 

the games development stream of Victoria 
University’s Advanced Diploma of Screen & 
Media (www.vu.edu.au/courses/advanced- 
diploma-of-screen-and-media-cuf60107) 
and Southbank Institute of Technology's 
Diploma of Interactive Digital Media (http:// 
www.southbank.edu.au/course/DOM/ 
CUF50207.htm) to Deakin University’s Bachelor- 
level Information Technology (Games Design & 
Development) programme (www.deakin.edu. 
au/scitech/courses/undergrad/it/games/ 
index.php). 

It's fairly common for TAFE-level qualifications, 
such as the courses at Victoria University 
and Southbank Institute courses, to lead into 
Bachelor-level programmes offered by either 
the same institute or a related institute, such as 
Queensland University of Technology. 

Entry requirements vary hugely depending 
on what you want to do and where you want to 
do it, although generally — particularly if you're 
interested in art — aren’t too steep. 

Providers of games development courses, in 
addition to those already mentioned, include 
Bond University, Charles Sturt University, 
Deakin University, Edith Cowan University, 
James Cook University, La Trobe University, 
jonash University, Murdoch University, RMIT 
University, Swinburne University and the 
University of Ballarat. 
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New Zealand 


We know, we know, we know. We do neglect 
our readers from New Zealand so. Luckily, 
educators do not. Games development courses 
are on offer through Media Design School, 
Natcoll and the University of Otago. 


Bachelor or below? 


In recent years, more Bachelor programmes 
specialising in games development have 
appeared — both through places like QANTM 

and universities such as Monash and QUT. 

Is there any reason do one of these over a 
significantly shorter Certificate or Diploma-level 
programme? Yes — there are a couple of reasons. 

Firstly, a qualification can provide the 
opportunity to travel and work overseas. Even 
though your portfolio is your main way of selling 
yourself, particularly if you’re an artist, larger 
studios in Asia, Europe and North America are 
more likely to be impressed by a Bachelor than 
a TAFE-level qualification. That bias may not be 
fair, but it's worth keeping in mind when you're 
choosing a course. 

Secondly, the increase in the number of 
courses available to prospective developers 
means one thing above all: more games 
development students. More students means 
more competition for you, come two or three 
years from now when you graduate and begin 
the search for your first job. There are a lot of 
people out there who are very talented and very 
passionate about what they do; about what you 
do. Give yourself every advantage you can. 


Should you 
do this at all? 


Games development courses provide you 

with specialist knowledge. They teach you 

the skills and software that’s being used in the 
games development industry — not by software 
developers in general. 
The pros of this are 


> 


courses produce stronger coders. Again, the 

Y1M6W4, $190.0K perception may or may not be fair: we haven't 
Lag 4 studied these courses and we haven't had to 

eg hire graduates of these courses so we don’t 

speak from any experience. The bias may or 

may not be based on reality but given that 

it’s there, it may impact on your employment 

opportunities. 

Thirdly, there’s the possibility you may not 
get a job in the games development industry 
immediately. Universities and TAFEs will all 
ell you about the massive percentage of their 
graduates that find employment but always 
a . $ take such claims with a grain of salt. There 
Yr Sal aa ie oh an ecumaaer is a lot of competition out there. The global 

- | financial crisis hit the industry pretty hard. We 

Yr Profit ~ hate to be the ones to burst bubbles but think 
rationally and realistically. Every geek kid wants 

| Save | [Menu | oO make games at some point. A few of them 

i are dedicated, good, prepared to work for shit 
Game Development is EXACTLY like this...probably. | money and everything else. They finish school 

and go off and do some games development 
obvious but there are, of course, significant cons. course. Given the size of the industry and the 

Firstly, it’s possible you'll grow tired of the number of graduates just like them, the chances 
games development industry or even outright of all of them — or even most of them — finding a 
dislike it. Games development is notorious for its | graduate-entry position are slim. At least in the 
high burn-out rate. A more general programming — short-term, you may have to seek employment 


course can qualify you for jobs outside of the elsewhere, and a generalised course will provide 
games industry, and flexibility is a good thing. you with the opportunity to do that. You don’t 
Secondly, there’s a perception among some want to be in the position where you’ve done 
— not all — employers that general programming two or three years worth of tertiary study and 
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have a hefty HELP debt to prove it, but can only 
find work at your local fast food outlet. 

We're not rubbishing games development 
courses. We just want to make it clear that 
they’re not the only option. Given the number of 
universities that now offer at least a few units in 
games development-related topics, it’s possible 
to undertake a Bachelor in Computer Science 
or Information Technology and perhaps minor 
in games programming. It’s also possible to 
undertake both options. Consider a generalised 
bachelor-level qualification followed up by a 
certificate-level qualification such as those 
offered by the AIE. 


To recap, again 

We mention this every time we mention games 
development courses: the value of proven 
passion and experience. We repeat it like a 
mantra because it’s true. Every time we speak 
to people from the industry, or even when we 
read through the chatter on websites like tsumea 
(www.tsumea.com), we hear the same thing. 
Whether you choose to study a Bachelor of 
Computer Science or a Certificate Ill of games 
animation, it's absolutely essential you develop 

a portfolio that showcases your passion and 
talent. A piece of paper will only get you so far; 
after that, you need to be able to demonstrate 
what you can do when it comes to making good 
quality, stable, enjoyable games. (©) 


Choose from a range of undergraduate degrees, coursework 


Design your IT career 


Monash offers you a global perspective. Monash offers cutting-edge research, outstanding academics, 
superb facilities and a prestigious reputation recognised around 


: iP the world. 
masters, graduate diplomas and certificates across all areas 
of information technology. Research programs, online credit Choose to study IT at Monash. www.infotech.monash.edu 
recognition, Industry Based Learning, off-campus study and 
International Merit Scholarships are also available. CRICOS Provider: Monash University O0008C 


MONASH University 


Information Technology 


TUTORIAL 4 GANVE TWEAKS 


gers 4: 


GET THE BEST OUT OF 
WORLD OF WARCRAFT: 
CATACLYSM — 


You may think World of Warcraft is easy to run but Blizzard’s gradual addition of graphical 
improvements means this often isn’t the case. 


LVL1 


Along with the usual slew of race, class and 
map updates, Cataclysm introduced a number 
of graphical improvements, such as DirectX 11 
water effects and new ‘sunbeam’ features, all 
of which can make the game challenging for 
older hardware to run smoothly. 

Even a reasonably modern PC such as our 
test PC, which was built around a 2.18GHz 
Intel Core 2 Duo E6400, an Nvidia GeForce 
GTX 260 (rev 1) and 2GB DDR2, can struggle 
when the going gets tough. With all the 
graphical finery turned up to maximum we saw 
a minimum frame rate of just 23fps at 1,920 x 
1,080 in unpopulated areas. 

To achieve a more comfortably playable 
frame rate we had to drop AA down to 2x and 
reduce shadow quality, particle density, sun 
shafts and view distance to the ‘good’ setting. 
These settings produced a minimum frame rate 
of 35fps, which leaves plenty of performance 
in the tank for when the action heats up. The 
game looked noticeably worse, however, with 
artefacts such as jaggies and pixel creep - 
becoming particularly prevalent. Clearly the 
cartoony world of Azeroth benefits hugely from 
higher levels of AA. 


feed 


LOW DETAIL. 
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GAME TWEAKS 


While a GTX 460 768MB is adequate for 
running Cataclysm at its full settings, we’re 
sure there are plenty of you out there who have 
even more capable graphics hardware. We 
were therefore interested to see what options 
are open to those who can already run the 
game at its highest settings with ease. 

To do this we accessed the graphics driver 
in Windows. Here we were able to force 
advanced settings such as ambient occlusion 
and transparency AA supersampling on, while 
also ramping up the AA to a ludicrous 32x. 
These settings made the game unplayable 
on our mid-range GTX 460 768MB, but if you 
own a top-end card such as a GTX 570 1.3GB 
or a HD 6950 2GB you should be fine. 

It has to be said that these settings 
improved the visuals only subtly, although this 
isn’t surprising as techniques such as AA tend 
to give diminishing returns at higher levels. We 
performed our tests with an Nvidia card and 
driver, but similar options are open to owners 
of ATI cards too. 
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Given how poor the game can look at lower settings, it may be 
worth considering a hardware upgrade if you’re having to cull 
effects simply to make the game playable. To see what kind 

of effect such an upgrade would have, we dropped an Nvidia 
GeForce GTX 460 768MB into our test rig. These cards can 
be had for as little as $160 at the moment, which makes them 
a great value upgrade — just make sure your PSU has the two 
6-pin PCI-E power connectors that the card requires. 

With our GTX 460 768MB installed and all the settings 
turned up to ultra, we saw a minimum frame rate of 57fps. 
This represents a 50 per cent improvement over our original 
result and meant we had plenty of performance in reserve for 
when the on-screen action became busy. It had the additional 
benefit of bringing the new DirectX 11 effects, which the GTX 
260 doesn’t support. 
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(GAMES, GAMING AND GEEKERY COVERED... ATOMIC-STYLE _ 


ow important are graphics to gaming? This month’s Engine Room has Tracey Lien S ponsore cd by 

Obviously, we’re not wondering if we asking that very question of few of gaming's 

should go back to the bad old days of text- biggest and most influential names. il 

based adventures, or characters so crude and Then there are all those sweet sweet gaming \ 

small and pixellated that they were really just reviews. We've got Dragon Age 2! We've got our “4 eae 2 ®) 

blobs, but are we forgoeing gameplay and story first look at Duke Nukem Forever! We've got lots id / y : | 

| in favour of fuck-off graphics engines that just and lots more! } | & 
make everything as shiny as possible with no real And then we top it all off with a look back at out f : A 
regard as to why? 10th birthday party. Go us! CS 
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Tracey Lien wonders where the 
graphics arms race is taking us. 
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create the most realistic images and leap over the uncanny 
reached the end of that race? Tracey Lien investigates. 


lood spatters across the floor and all spoken out about their desire to move away 
By the boot that has just planted itself from aiming for graphic realism and their lack Are we there yet? 
in an alien’s head. The level of detail as the of desire to take part in the technical arms race. “Graphic realism has already been achieved. 
necromorph is thrown about and has its face For some, it’s a matter of the race being over — We're already there — we've stepped into that 
crushed is impeccable — from the layers of skin graphic realism has been achieved, so we can wonderful world,” says Jason Vandenberghe, 
being torn apart, to the crushing of the skeletal all pack up and go home. But for others, it’s the the creative director on Red Steel 2. 
system and the mucous-like membranes that shift towards strengthening games as a whole “In fact, if you look at the length of this console 
you’d expect to find in any real creature that was __ instead of focusing on individual elements. cycle, this has been the longest console cycle 
being destroyed in such a way. Shereif Fattouh, 
the producer on the Dead Space series, gives = : ape 


the necromorph one final stomp in his demo 
of Dead Space 2, before moving into another : 
chamber that looks like a still from a sci-fi movie. ‘ i, 

The game clearly prides itself in its realistic : 
depictions but, according to Fattouh, it’s not = a 
about looking the best, nor is it a competition. ; i is 

“You know, I’ve never been a huge fan of the 
idea that the most graphically impressive game 
is the best game to play. | don’t subscribe to 
that,” says Fattouh. 

“| really think that the challenge comes in 
the game design, the level design, and the 
storytelling. | think people expect more from the 
medium than just good graphics.” 

It's surprising to hear this coming from 
someone who has worked on such a graphically 
impressive game, but Fattouh is not alone. An 
increasing number of game developers have 
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that we've had ahd it looks lke its ee 
continue. And it’s going to continue because! }” 
the leap forward for the next: console cycle isn't 
enough, the overall corisuimer experience isn’t 
perceivably different enough for the hardware 
manufacturers to say yes to making a whole 
new console.” 

Vandenberghe believes that gamers oe 
become accustomed to the kind of high-end 
graphics offered by the current generation of 
consoles and PC graphics cards. He says that 
the way to continue impressing audiences lies in 
a shift towards believability over reality. 

“It’s about believability more than it’s about 
realism. | don’t find realism very interesting as 
a goal, because reality itself — | live here. | don’t 
need to see this. If | want to see realism | can just 
go outside. | know there are people who don’t 
feel that way; it’s not necessarily a bad thing, it’s 
just not my thing,” says Vandenberghe. 

“| want to see a world that’s more interesting 
than where | am. When | think about realism, . 
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hunt. We've been able to, for several years now, 
create anything you can imagine, but it would be 
nice if people and publishers had more artistic 
vision,” mee Jensen. 
players rer won accolades through its simple 
aesthetic and clever puzzles. It avoided text, 
tutorials, visual details or colour and stuck to a 
basic monochromatic scheme that created a 
haunting atmosphere through light and shadows. 
According to Jensen, a game can be strong 
without the need for visual details, and it is 
essential for a game to have an artistic vision, not 
just realistic imagery. 

“It’s not important to see details in games,” 
says Jensen. 


I want to believe I’m there, | don’t have to believe 


it’s real. | know it’s not real, it’s a game! 


| think about realism as a foundation for 
something that | can then build on to make 

it super real. It needs to be believable, and 
there's a vast difference between realism and ’ 


“believability. I'm a believability guy. | want to 


believe I’m there, | don’t have to believe it’s real. | 
know it’s not real, it's a game!” 

Arnt Jensen, the lead artist behind the 
successful 2010 puzzle-platformer, Limbo, 
seconds Vandenberghe’s belief that graphic 
realism is already here and that it’s important 
to make the world engaging, not necessarily 
realistic, for the player. 

“Haven't we reached that point [of realism] 
already? | don’t think there’s anything more to 
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“| think it’s important to suck people into the 
game and you can do it in all kinds of ways — not 
necessarily in detail with high-end graphics. In 
Limbo, it’s very simple, but | think the silhouettes 
and the blurs in the background start your mind. 
| think it makes you think, it makes you imagine, 
and if you use.your mind then you are sucked 
into it.” 

“Sometimes when | look at a new game | 
cannot see what's important in it. There are too 
many details — | don’t know if | should look on 
the ground, or at the sky, or at the buildings, or 
what they are trying to communicate to me. | 
think it’s so much easier to control people’s 
attention and things seem more meaningful 
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when you keep it simple. It’s all about getting 
people’s mind to start working. When you use 
your brain, you’re sucked into the world.” 

We posed this question to Jensen: Isn’t 
it possible for a game for be so graphically 
impressive and realistic that your mind just 
accepts it as real and ends up relaxing? Isn’t 
being relaxed and having nothing jarring on the 
screen a way of being sucked into a game? 

“If that happens, if you’re relaxed and no longer 

thinking about it, then you’re bored,” he says. 


“Realism is the easy decision. We know realism, 


soithere’s always a blueprint for how it should 
look. If you look at a glass, you know it’s meant 
to have reflections here and it’s just easy to do. 
People are lazy.” 

Jensen's strong views on realism and 
graphics may not be shared by everyone, but 
his sentiment to create the kind of graphics that 
a game needs is echoed by developers of some 
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“| would say that remedy aims for movie 
realism. We use post-processing effects, the 
kind that you might see in a TV show or movie,” 
says Lehtinen. 

“One example is the lighting of the game. Alan 
Wake is a game that deals with light, and if 
you want to put the character in a pitch-black 
forest, if you do that hyper-realistically then it will 
really be pitch-black and no one will be able to 
see anything, and this will be frustrating for the 
player.So we find inspiration from other places. 
In movies, for decades, you’ve had these blue-lit 
night scenes that are actually quite brightly lit 
but they are a metaphor for night. People take it 
for granted and don’t fuss about it — they don't 
even notice it — so we go down that path to try 
and add value to our style by tapping into those 
sources,” he says. 


...unless there is a purpose behind a developer’s 
choice of graphics and visual aesthetic, the final 
product will be pretty hollow... 


of the more visually stunning games of the past 
few years. 


The really real world 

For the team at Remedy Entertainment, best 
known for their recent triple-A title, Alan Wake, 
a certain level of realism is important to achieve 
the kind of emotional response they want from 


players. However, artistic director Saku Lehtinen . 


says that hyper realism — the kind where 
characters look like they’ve leapt from our world 
into the game world — is not something that 
necessarily works for all games. 
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“Another thing you have to take into account 
is that while you can make your images look 
realistic, game animations are very difficult to 
do realistically because they have to be fast, 
responsive, respond well to the player, and have 
a tactile feel. So it’s smarter to take it back a few 
notches.” ‘ 

“It’s not just about trying to achieve realism — 
it's about trying to achieve what works best for 
the game.” 

Fattouh is also behind this idea. Speaking on 
the realistic graphics in Dead Space 2, he says 
that it wasn’t used just for the sake of having ~ 


good graphics in a game. Rather, they were 
hoping to evoke an emotional response and, by 
having super-detailed creatures, they hoped. 

it would lead to people feeling more scared, 
which was one of the end goals of the game. 
He says that unless there is a purpose behind 

a developer's choice of graphics and visual 
aesthetic, the final product will be pretty hollow, 
regardless of how good it looks. 

Over at Junction Point Studios, Warren 
Spector, the creative director behind Disney’s 
Epic Mickey and the man who led the 
development of PC classics Deus Ex, Thief, 
and System Shock, says that studios aiming 
for graphic realism are admirable in their effort. 
He says he would not rule out making another 
Deus Ex-type game that is quite realistic in its 
depiction of people and environments, however, 
he doesn’t feel that it is the role of the game 
developer to show players reality. 

“We're not about showing people things, 
we're about letting people experience things,” 
says Spector. 

“The more we allow people to inhabit the 
characters, to become their avatars, to think 
of themselves as the actors in the play, the 
better off we are. And when it’s Lara Croft ora 
character that has a really strong personality 
and a really strong look, it becomes them — you 
manipulate a puppet — and | don’t want players 
manipulating puppets. | want them in the world 
acting the way they want to act and doing the 
things they want to do.” 

But Spector also said that this didn’t mean 
developers should necessarily go towards the 
other extreme of abstraction. 

“If you’re taking a more stylised approach, | 
think you have to make sure you don’t go so far 
in-the way of abstraction that you lose players 
completely,” says Spector. 

“| mean, we could do games and plenty of 
independent developers do make games 
featuring stick figures — | think that’s a little bit too 
far, but | think we can all learn a lot by reading 
Scott McCleod’s ‘Understanding Comics’ where 
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he really talks about the power of a stick 
figure and the power of a representation of 
the human face, and the-sort of problems 
you get into when you try to make 
something that’s clearly not real but looks 
sort of real.” 


Through the 
valley and beyond 


So with such a diverse array of opinions 
about the future of game graphics, with 
most developers leaning towards the ~~ 
appeal of a stylised game, does this mean » 
that 20 years from now no one will be aiming 
for complete visual fidelity? : 

“| think that at the end of the day, even in 20 
years, there will still be a market for visual wow,” 
says Jason Vandenberghe. 

“It’s just that it won’t come from sheer 
processing power — it will come from sheer 
artistry. It will come from sheer production 
muscle. | think that you'll still have your 
Assassin's Creed-style games where the 
whole point is ‘Oh my God, this is an amazing 
experience, I’ve never seen anything like 
this before’, and we’re just going to have to 
reach such a high level of detail that it will be 
so precipitously expensive that only a few 
companies willbe able to do it.” 

For Saku Lehtinen, the future lies in 
developers making the best game they can 
possibly make and to have something to say. 

“| think if we could all achieve the kind of 
detail where you could see the pores on 
the skin and all that, it then comes to the 
essence of matter, which is do you-have 
something to say? Do you have something 
to bring to this and whatis.relevantto the — 
players or spectators?” says Lehtinen. 

“When people see good art, it often makes 
them think of their lives. | think we are getting 
there, and | hope games will reach this point 
of maturity where what you say is more 
important than how you say it.” @ 
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Svs curious has happened with 

Our appreciation of the original Dragon 
Age: Origins. We gave it a Hot Award when 

it came out last year, and played an awful lot 

of it. However, as time has tracked on, we've 
looked back on the game and come to a rather 
startling conclusion. 

It’s not — in our opinion, anyway - really that 
great a game. 

| Know we're reviewing its sequel here, but 
it’s worth briefly exploring our reasoning, as 
it’s going to heavily influence our reaction to 
Dragon Age Il. Our basic issue was the game’s 
linearity. Sure, you can tackle missions and 
quest lines in pretty much any order, and yes, 
you have a wide choice of companions, and 
yes, too, the choice of origins for your character 
was kind of neat. 

But, they're not real choices — they’re tricks, 
giving the illusion of choice, or in the case of 
the origin stories, more or less just bookends 
to give you a reason to play through the game 
again if you’re a completion freak. In terms of 
he companions, there is a mess of them, but 
eally once you settle into a good groove of the 
ight mix (tank, healer, DPS etc), there’s very 
ittle reason to actually use the rest of your team 
sure, they have sub-plots to explore, but we 
always feel a little... voyeuristic when we include 
he gay elf in the party just so we can pull out 
a bit more of his backstory. That's not a choice, 
it’s an enticement. 

At the same time, the structure of the 
game's world was little more than a series of 
inear nodes (complete with interesting things 
always just beyond some arbitrary barrier 
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A huge step up from Dragon Age: Origin suggests Bioware is definitely hitt 


— 


on the landscape) plotted out on a map, all 
disconnected from one another. 

The interesting thing is, and folks have said 
this when we've mentioned our disillusionment, 
that Mass Effect is no different - however 
we still feel that even Mass Effect is worlds 
ahead, and Mass Effect 2 is practically one of 
our favourite games of all time. The difference, 
though, is that a sci-fi setting lends itself to 
making the BioWare framework of an RPG 
actually work. Levels in cities or on space-ships 
can be linear without feeling so in a way that 
a path through rolling country-side can never 
be. Similarly, the node-based travel mechanic 
is practically made to simulate the supra- 
light hops of far future space travel. Even the 
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ing its stride. 


specialties of your group are more suited to a 
try-them-all kind of approach. 
Huh — so much for brief! 


Origin: singular 
So, first things first - yes, you can change your 
appearance. 

In fact, Dragon Age Il is, if anything, much 
more like Mass Effect than Origins ever was. 
And it also shows that BioWare is becoming 
ever more confident in its storytelling, able to 
take cues from more traditional avenues of 
narrative, like film and literature, and fit them 
into gaming like they’ve always been there. 

In this case — and, fair warning, there will be 
spoilers! — while you will always be Hawke, a 
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refugee fleeing the Blight on the mainland, you 
can choose a different first name, your gender, 
and then customise your look with just as much 
control as you had in Mass Effect. First, though, 
you have to get through a rather interesting 
game intro that sees you, as the archetypal 
Hawke we all know from the game’s trailers 
and art, and your sister fleeing Darkspawn 

and laying waste all about them with great 
abandon, until... 

Well, the game's actually a flashback — as 
you're killing all comers and things are getting 
rather a silly, a voice interrupts, and you 
discover this tale is being told by a dwarf. Varric, 
actually, and he’s being roughly interrogated 
about the story of Hawke’s rise to power. His 
interrogator picks the story as a falsehood, and 
forces the real tale out of him, and that’s when 
the game really begins. But not before you get 
the feeling that whatever it is you end up doing 
over the game’s ten-year time-span, it’s not 
really ended all that well. 

It's a much stronger start to the game — 
structured enough that the storytelling can be 
alot more bold and creative, while permeating 
the entire tone of the setting, and even the 
decisions you make — and the premonition of 
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disaster leaves you with the feeling that maybe 
you can do things differently, or wondering just 
at what point you’ve been set on the path to... 
whatever disaster it is that unfolds. 

As the game progresses, this interrogation 
scene consistently cuts into the action — in 
fact, some of the game's lightest moments are 
delivered when Varric gets a little bored and 


inventive with his storytelling. He’s a charming, if 


somewhat unreliable narrator. 


The living city 

The other significant change in the game’s 
structure is a tighter focus on a single, more 
fleshed out setting. Hawke and his family are 
forced to flee to Kirkwall, a city where they once 
had some standing in the past, but where they 
are now little more than penniless refugees — 
albeit, refugees with swords and access to 
world-blasting magicks. 

And that’s pretty much the track of the game, 
at least the early portions. You've got a plan — 
join an expedition to the Deep Roads in search 
of a fortune so you can make a home in the 
city, after raising enough money for the dwarf 

running it to take you seriously — and that's 
where the game's quest structure comes in. 
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INTERVIEW: 


Mike Laidlaw, © 
lead designe An ‘\ 


ATOMIC Dall has taken strong | move e back toward 
the Mass Effect style of game (voiced main character, 
dialogue wheel etc). Was there much feedback on the 
more retro style of DA that lead to this decision? 


Mike Laidlaw: Yes and no. We knew we had the tech 
and the expertise to incorporate elements of Mass Effect’s 
conversation system into the game, so if we wanted to 
make a move, that seemed a logical choice, but we weren't 
consciously trying to “make another Mass Effect,” 
which, to me, carries a lot more weight than just 
incorporating one system. As | once joked, 

“we are a very long way from a cover-based, 
third-person shooter set in space.” =. 

Still, there was both feedback about the dialog Fpeecaails 

style, though it was somewhat mixed, some people y 
loved the silent protagonist. Ultimately, it came down to the team, i 
and our realization that scenes in Origins, like the Landsmeet, would 
have been WAY stronger if your warden could have shouted Loghain 
down, instead of having to rely on Eamon. In fact, | think it was that scene 
that sealed the deal; we want to put your character first. 
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ACOMIC what would you say are the biggest improvements in the 
game engine? 


Mike Laidlaw: Visually, there’s been a ton of work done on the way our character 
models and environments interact with the engine, which boosts frame rate, lets us 
bring more creatures on screen and have significantly improved lighting. Coupled 
with the overhaul on the visual style, it’s really helping DA II carve out its own space. 

On a gameplay front, we've overhauled rather a large chunk of the combat system. 
It’s still tactical and party based, but it’s much faster, more responsive and frankly, 
more satisfying to see your orders carried out rapidly. 


ATOMIC How much deeper is the player's ability to affect the world this 
time around? 


Mike Laidlaw: This time around, we're telling a story that spans a decade, which 
gives us the unique opportunity to have characters come back later in their lives; 
sometimes seeking revenge, sometimes wanting to thank you. There are also some 
much deeper interactions with the party members, as their stories evolve over time. 
As such, | think players will feel they're having a lot of impact on the world, and 
seeing it play out in the game, rather than reading about it in an epilogue at the end. 


SETOMIC We know there’s DLC coming for DAII, but what are the future 
plans for the franchise — will we see a DA3? 


Mike Laidlaw: We're certainly open to the idea, though nothing's confirmed yet. 
We'll get DAI out the door first. And then maybe sleep for a month. That said, yes 
there will be some DLC for DAIl. We've also announced the anime we're working on 
with the folks at FUNimation, and Dragon Age: Redemption, the web series created 
by Felicia Day, both of which are shaping up nicely. 
Ultimately, we built the setting to be just that: a setting. | have a 4-foot-across map 
of Thedas hanging in my office at home and every so often | glance up and think, 
“You know, we really should go to Orlais one of these days.” Working with a world 
that’s so robust and filled out can be quite inspiring. 


ATOMIC wil Bioware ever release an RPG without a swathe of 
characters to woo and romance? Not that we want you to stop... :P 


Mike Laidlaw: Well, it's certainly possible. We tend to see romances as pretty 
integral parts of the stories we want to tell. If a story came along where that didn’t 
make sense, however, we wouldn't force them in just to tick a box, but as it stands, 
love and passion are powerful tools for engagement and storytelling. Further, the 
player's companions represent some really core choices in the game: Who will | take 
with me? Their personalities can profoundly affect your gameplay experience, and | 
think that’s fantastic. 


There’s a mess of quests on offer — you 
can find them just by following the quest 
arrows on your map, by chatting to NPCs and 
companions, and through the progression of 
the main plot. Many are pretty simple, but not 
necessarily repetitive or boring, thanks to the 
game’s in-depth combat system. Others see 
you making complex decision that will affect the 
lives of many people - like one quest line that 
sees you assisting the mage-hunting Templars. 
At the end of the line it’s up to you whether or 
not to side with some renegade mages against 
the Templars, let them slip away quietly, or to 
do the Templar’s bloody work for them. And 

BioWare's done a great job of stacking the 

emotive deck firmly against you — your 
sister is a mage too, so the matter 
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of mage rights is something very personal to 
Hawke and his relationship with her. And that 
doesn’t even mention the impact decisions like 
this can have down the track. 

But the real bonus in having such 
rich quests and storylines take place 
in the one location is that the node- 
based travel system, which is present 
again, makes more sense. It’s } 
less intrusive, too — you don’t ie 
feel that you're missing out on 4 
vast swathes of the world 
when you go from node 
to node, especially when 
moving about the city itself. 
These moments feel more like 
transitions between instances. 
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You also get a more solid sense of the 
passing of time, and the changing fortunes 
of your character. People start remembering 
you for your deeds — fair and foul — and your 
social standing begins to rise. Before long 
the city’s Viscount is relying on you to take 
care of delicate matters, some of your friends 
occupy places of power in the city hierarchy, 
and your own familiarity with the city and its 
people grows ever more complete. Rather than 
traipsing across the world, righting wrongs and 
then buggering off — like in Origins — you really 
do start to build up a sense of belonging in 
Kirkwall. Its problems become your problems. 

This immersion in the setting is ably helped 
by a more fully voiced cast, especially Hawke 
himself. Combined with a dialogue wheel that 
any fan of Mass Effect will recognise, Dragon 
Age 2 feels much more like what we expect a 
modern RPG to feel like. 


Hold the line 


Of course, the heart of a game like this, and 
what you'll be doing more than anything else, 
is fucking shit up with an array of swords, 
crossbows and spells. An RPG can have all the 
nuanced story in the world, but if the combat 


is boring... thankfully, though, the combat is, 
instead, incredibly sharp and responsive. 

The Tactics system, where you can effectively 
program your companions to execute 
certain acts and behaviours under an array 
of circumstances, is back, but, again, it can’t 
compete with good micromanagement. It’s 
handy for smaller fights, especially ones with 
a large array of mooks (DAII seems to have 
two levels of badguys, and the lowest of them 
seems to explode into gory chunks when even 
just bad language is employed against them), 
but for tougher enemies, and especially bosses, 
you'll need to be slamming the space bar every 
few seconds. 

It can be a frustrating exercise, but when 
it all works it’s very satisfying. If there’s one 
way in which games like this have benefitted 
from the influence of MMO boss fights it’s in 
the flow of the combat sequences, and the 
roles that players break down into. One early 
fight in particular, against an Elemental that by 
turns summons waves of lesser enemies, then 
blasts out waves of damaging energy, will seem 
oddly familiar to a lot of Warcraft players — and 
we don’t mean that in a bad way. A thorough 
understanding of the interplay between tanks, 
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healers and DPS will really help you no end. 

The game's inventory management is slick, 
too, and BioWare's again taken the route of 
Mass Effect 2 in limiting companion options. 
They have clothing that more or less levels with 
them, and even weapons at times. Hawke, on 
the other hand, features a more familiar system, 
and kitting him out with an array of pointy, 
cutty and blasty toys is almost a game in itself. 
Crafting, too, has been simplified - now, when 
you discover a crafting ingredient it becomes 
available to vendors, whom you can make 
orders from for new poisons, potions and so on. 

Finally, what's really impressed us about 
the game is it’s engine. In an age where many 
cross-platform titles feature vastly under- 
powered engines on their PC versions, Dragon 
Age Il scales wonderfully onto high-end 
hardware. Environmental effects are smooth, 
while character animations and textures are 
sharp and highly detailed. It’s a real relief to 
see an RPG with settings that can really push 
proper hardware. 

It's a relief that pretty much permeates the 
entire Dragon Age II experience. We were 
leery coming into it, and even early on some 
of the stilted voice acting and story set-up had 
us cringing, but once you warm to the game 
you'll realise that this is the game we've all 
been waiting for. It's an excellent construction 
of setting and character, pace and action, and 
further proof that BioWare is not only a master 
of the modern RPG, but also of improving upon 
its past efforts. ((&) 


( PC, Xbox360andPS3 (reviewedonPC) | 
BioWare 


Electronic Arts 
| >bsite http://dragonage.bioware.com | 


| Gameplay 

Great combat, and some truly 
intense storytelling. <s 
Graphics 
Highly detailed 
max settingss” 


Bie 
: 4 
= We're already calling Kirkwall 


home -'so will you. 
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DUKE NUKEM FOREVER 


We've played it. And, guess what - it’s just not that good! 


[: modern society has taught us anything, it’s The player models — Duke as well as the days when designers didn’t know a mo-cap 
the link between struggle and appreciation. non-player characters in the world — lacked the from a skim cap. 
Sometimes the fastest way to gain the public’s kind of detail and animation players of recently Generous souls may be inclined to give the 
vote is by hitting rock bottom. iterated Frosbite or Unreal engine games will inconsistent frame rate a pass for now - it 
“Fastest” and “Duke Nukem Forever” are not be used to seeing. Checking out Duke in a does drop at times, but it never descends to 
two phrases strung together often, but when it mirror in the 69-floor tower that functions as his unplayability. But on the flipside, it never seems 
comes to “rock bottom” in the gaming sphere, home, casino (“Lady Killers”) and command to be running at a silky smooth clip, either. 
it’s hard to go past DNF. Originally announced centre reveals a protagonist whose range But framerate is often something that can be 
in 1997, the title has endured development of animation and motion looks a couple of improved as final fixes are mastered ahead 
team layoffs, yoyo-ing rights ownership, gamer generations removed from the present. When of release - something not true of the game’s 
ridicule, and multiple engine changes en route Duke jumps, he brings his knees up in an current appearance overall. 
to what is a promised May 2011 release. awkward throwback to days gaming gone by. 
2K Games and Gearbox Studios threw a He looks like a skiier trying to mogul in slow- The tone 
lavish media event in Las Vegas to let the motion. Similarly, strafing Duke sideways in front If DNF’s look is something most are likely to 
world’s gaming press get hands-on. The result of the trusty mirror showed us a gliding, skating agree is a little dated, the sense of humour 
was surprising for a number of reasons — not all — animation which again brought us back to the in the game is open to a little more debate. 


good. Here are our thoughts... 


The look 


There's no dancing around it: DNF looks dated. 
Gearbox Software head Randy Pitchford 
warned attendees the game still had three-to- 
four thousand bug fixes to action before launch 
— including some obvious shader ones. Even 
granting the game the benefit of the doubt, it’s 
going to take a lot more than a clean QA slate 
to keep Duke in the current first person shooter 
conversation for fans of eye candy. 

The level we played didn’t show too many 
glaring omissions. We didn’t discern black 
chunks in the landscape, missing polygons, 
or the usual artefacts common in beta code. 
However when played at close proximity to the 
screen (say two-to-three feet away) there was 
no shortage of jaggies on display, and not many 
texturally smooth surfaces to admire. 
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GAMEPLAY y DUKE NUKEM FOREVER 


Perhaps it’s the fond memories of yesteryear 
(make that... yesterdecade) but for our opening 
level at least the signature Duke swagger and 
crass humour was bearable. The prospect of 
several hours worth of dick jokes and potty 
humour, however, leaves us less sanguine. 

The tone the game employs comes off 
forced compared to the effortless pop culture 
jabs of a Grand Theft Auto for instance. Your 
mileage and tolerance may vary, though. Even 
without our buzzkill hat on, we figure many 
gamers who grew up with Duke may find the 
game reaching somewhat. 

Herein lies the problem. If Gearbox and 2K 
Games are going to pitch the game to players 


on its story merits, keeping Duke in-character 
for an entire game is going to be an incredibly 
hard feat to pull off without his act getting really 
stale. As a character, Duke glories in being one- 
dimensional. Any attempt to turn him serious 
or give him a dramatic death would be a very 
hard sell. Unless Gearbox somehow takes this 
(suicidal) tack later in the game, they're stuck 
with trying to make a winning formula 
from last decade somehow work in 
this one. 

It's not like Gearbox doesn’t 
know how to imbue a shooter 
with humour. Borderlands 
was never at risk of being 


confused with War and Peace, yet it successfully 
sustained the joke - in a modern game — 
through multiple DLC and a very successful full 
experience. 


The formula 


Based on what we played, Duke Nukem 
Forever is at its best in the game’s boss fights. 
Their scale is impressive — big screen filling 
monstrosities — and there’s more than a hint of 
MMO boss battle-inspired fight mechanics at 
play in the ones we faced. 

In one encounter, players take on a huge 
floating ship in a fixed turret. Vulnerable parts 
of the ship are easily identifiable, but players 
will need to eliminate waves of escort fighters 
(in MMO parlance, ‘adds’) in between focused 
bursts at the ship. Players do not have the 
option of just burning the ship down to the 
exclusion of the escorts, and left unchecked, 
the escort fighters will attack and ultimately 
kill the stationary Duke. Players then need to 
learn how to juggle attacks on the boss ship 
between fighter waves. It’s challenging and an 
enjoyable exercise in dexterity. 

Similarly in an earlier fight in a sporting 
arena against a huge foe, Duke needs to 
dodge incoming rocket fire while attacking 


atemic 


DUKE NUKEM! FOREVER 


and collecting dropped ammunition. The boss 
has a second phase which sees it charge 
at short notice toward Duke's position, and 
there’s something highly intimidating about 
having a small office block-sized beast bearing 
down on you. The boss also has a nasty wave 
attack which sends out a ground-based beam 
towards Duke, also requiring fast reactions. 
Take your pick on whether you think both 
bosses are more likely inspired by the likes of 
World of Warcraft or Shadow of the Colossus, 
but either way they’re an undeniable highlight. 
What is less of a highlight is how you get 
there. The gameplay sequences we’ve seen 
so far are mercifully low on bodycount; you 
won't need to engage in wholesale genocide 
of mindless cannon fodder every ten feet, 
unlike recent Call of Duty titles. DNF instead 
takes the puzzle route. In a first person 
shooter, this means plenty of physics-based 
puzzles, the likes of which may have you 
thinking the cannon fodder option wasn’t so 
bad. They’re not obscure or hard — just finicky. 
There’s nothing wrong with demanding 
precision from players, as long as the payoff 
is worth the effort, but when the payoff is 
accessing an extension of the same puzzle, it 
gets a little tedious. 


GAMEPLAY 


The wash up 

To borrow from the Duke soundboard, it takes 
balls of steel to attempt what Gearbox is trying 

— to resuscitate the Duke franchise. In doing so 
Gearbox head Randy Pitchford — who got his 
start working on the Duke franchise in the mid 
nineties for 3D Realms — knows he’s putting some 
of the studio’s hard earned credibility on the line. 

As far as gambles go however, it’s a solid 
one. Even if Duke Nukem Forever fails to meet 
with a glowing critical reception at launch — and 
on the basis of what we've seen, it will struggle 
to - that doesn’t doom it to poor sales. The 
Duke name alone, coupled with nostalgia and 
goodwill, will shift units. 
All 2K Games (and to a lesser extent, 

Gearbox) need is to get the game out of 

the door in May in workable condition. Do 

that and regardless of whether Duke Nukem 
Forever ends up in the middle-of-the-pack, the 
franchise will be on the road from rock bottom 
to rock star once more. (&) JK 


' PC, 360, PS3 (previewed on 360) 


Developer Gearbox Software, 
Triptych games, Piranha Games 


Publisher: 2K Games 
Website © www.dukenukemforever.com 


Anticipation rating 


Having now played it, it’s 
not exactly topping our 
list for 2011. 


BULLETSTORM 
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A game that doesn’t pretend that it’s not better played drunk... 


Yor seen the trailers, you’ve heard the 

bombastic hyperbole from Bulletstorm’s 
creator. Cliffy B’s never been backward in 
coming forward, and he’s pretty much become 
the poster-child for over the top action in first 
person shooters — not to mention the poster 
child for people with healthy (read: large) egos 
everywhere. 

But, finally, Bulletstorm is here and we can 
get to grips with the game outside of the hype- 
circus of rip-off trailers and mini-games that 
have lead up to its release. 

Or can we? 


Assmaggots 
That might seem a pretty nonsensical headline, 
but you best get used to the word, and many 
more like it. Bulletstorm’s singleplayer rockets 
from lowbrow straight to the gutter in more 
or less no time flat, with a succession of 
profanity, violence and stupendously over the 
top action that can leave one quite breathless. 
So if just seeing that word in print makes you 
uncomfortable, you may not be ready to hear it 
yelled at your through your PC speakers. 

You have been warned. 


The game begins a little haphazardly. 
Through a series of first person perspective 
cutscenes and half controlled (and more or 
less insulting) training sequences, you discover 
everything you need to know about the game 
and your role in it as protagonist. One, you 
spend most of your time drunk; two, you have 
little respect for authority, after you discover 
your Career as an elite (albeit, drunk) assassin 
is a sham and instead of killing gun-runners 
you've been killing innocent civilians and 
journalists; and, three, you’re a dangerous 
man to know and be around, thanks two points 
one and two. 

Which is why the game begins with you 
drunkenly taking on a starship about 20 times 


your size in a suicidal spacebattle, which leaves 
all but one of your so-called loyal crew dead. 

And he wants to kill you, because the only 
way he’s survived is by having bits of warbot 
gaffed onto his body. 

But, before he can kill you, you both discover 
that the evil general who betrayed you is also 
on the planet. Cue trail of vengeance - and 
that’s just the first fifteen minutes! 

It's expositionally a touch (okay, a LOT) over 
the top, but you get the feeling the game’s 
designers are simply rushing to get all that 
boring stuff like plot and character and setting 
out of the way as fast as possibly, so you can 
get down to the serious business of rending 
anything that moves limb from limb in an array 


of imaginative and lucrative ways. 

That's where the game’s Skill Shots 
mechanic comes in. 

One of the items you pick up early on is 
called a Leash. No, the game’s not taking 
a weird SM turn — rather, the leash is part 
energy weapon, part training tool, part positive 
reinforcement device. It’s also the ultimate 
McGuffin, explaining why you're seeing all these 
little things about Skill Shots and other game 
info in your field of vision — it’s putting them, 
actively rewarding you for hyper-violence. It’s 
hard to tell if this is a clever attempt to hold a 
mirror up to common gameplay tropes, or just 
something Cliffy came up with in between lines 
of coke and hookers. 

However, it does make for a gloriously old 
school feel of simple glee in the game. Sure, it’s 
glee at leashing people onto a giant cactus ina 
welter of gore, or at the look of anguish as you 
crotch-shot the poor bastards in your way, but 
it’s so... sincere and oddly innocent, the you 
can’t help a guilty grin. 

Of course, it’s also very idiosyncratic. This 
is a game that’s not for everyone — if you like a 
sense of verisimilitude, or, | don’t know, restraint 
in your gaming, this may not be the one for you. 


Otherwise, get in there and kick some shit 
to death. We could talk about weaponry, and 
the over linear design of many of the levels, but 
that’s not really the point - once you get the 
violence, and the way you can build kill on kill 
like some psychopathic conductor, you get 
Bulletstorm. 


Like sex, it’s 
better with friends 


Sadly, though perhaps for the best, Bulletstorm 
does not feature a competitive, head to head 
multiplayer mode. With the leash’s ability to 
incapacitate, amongst other things, it would be 
a nightmare to code and likely a very frustrating 
experience to play. 

Instead, there’s a four-player co-op mode 
that’s essentially a more violent and silly version 
of Halo’s co-op game. You’ve got see off wave 
after wave of increasingly powerful enemies, 
while also scoring enough points from skillshots 
to surpass the points required for each wave. 

Interestingly, the game gets even better with 
friends — here you get to really play with some 
over the top teamwork, and score even more 
points with some crazy combo moves like Tug 


of War and Double Penetration. 

There are only about a half dozen maps, 
but they each have a unique feel, and we've 
been assured more maps and modes will be 
released before long. 

One thing's for sure — this is a game for the 
YouTube generation, and if we’re not seeing 
videos of Double Team Penetration Man 
Crushes by the time this is out, we'll eat our hat. 

The game's a fine looking one, two, and the 
Unreal engine’s been pushed and beaten to 
within an inch of its life to deliver some of the 
most vibrant and detailed locations we've seen 
in gaming. But while that’s a real plus, there’s a 
downside — and that’s the evil that is Games for 
Windows Live. 

Once again, it’s a terrible implementation, 
and while the game does not need to be 
online to play at least, the initial setup is more 
painful than listening to a Justin Beiber record. 
Combined with a lot of hangovers from the 
game's console origins, it does tarnish an 
otherwise fun experience. Bulletstorm’s not 
game of the year material, but it is a breath of 
fresh air. (&) DH 


PC, Xhox 360 and PS3 (reviewed on PC) 


Developer People Can Fly 
Publisher Electronic Arts 


Website www.bulletstorm.com 


Gameplay a= | ee 
Violent, crude, and just a little awesome. = ] —/ 


Graphics 
The Unreal engine 


A lot of fun if you can get 
past the porting issues. 


GAMEPLAY / 


Dead Space 2 a 


DEAD SPACE 2 


sors 


EA brings the horror home - kinda - in the sequel to one of the great horror games. 


Wi: rather liked our first go at the rotting 
mess — and we mean that in the best 
possible way! — that was Dead Space. There 
was a lot to like, from the fact that it was EA 
taking a risk on an actual new IP that wasn’t 
to do with sports, The Sims or something by 
DICE, to the somewhat blunt but appreciated 
homage to hard sci-fi that was the protagonist’s 
name. And, in between all that, there was an 
actually quite effective horror action game. It 
wasn't perfect, but really, what is? 

So now we have Dead Space 2, and it’s 
delivering, well... pretty much more of the same, 
plus some hate for the Church of Scientology. 
In other words, it’s pretty bloody — and we 
mean that literally - good fun. 


Gaming needs 
more straitjackets 


To say that Isaac Clarke's not had a great time 
since the first game is bit of understatement. 
Dead Space 2 opens with our hero in what 
looks to be an asylum, being questioned heavily 
about the incidents aboard the planet cracker 
USG Ishimura. In fact, things get even worse 
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when you next wake up, haunted by visions of 
the past - and in the middle of some kind of 
station-wide power failure. 

But, of course, it’s actually a necromorph 
outbreak. 

It all happens very fast too, which is an 
interesting decision. The classic horror trick 
is to try and hold off on the reveal of the big 
bad, but Dead Space 2 pretty much rams the 
outbreak down your throat very early on. It’s not 
a game-breaker, by any means, but perhaps 
a mild flirtation from the dead and mutated 
necromorphs might have made for a more 
effective reveal later down the track. 

That said, the game wastes no time in 
highlighting your peril — in fact, when you first 


get control of Clarke you spend the first ten or 
so minutes of the game in a straightjacket. It’s a 
neat trick to make you feel particularly helpless, 
but it also highlights the at times arbitrary 
nature of game's challenge level. 

That initial fear-mad run through a 
necromorph gauntlet is a real ball-grabber, but 
the fact that there seems no rhyme or reason to 
what can kill you in it is annoying. You shouldn’t 
need to be resorting to previous check-points 
this early in the game, and killing you — when 
it’s the developers’ decision to start you out 
unarmed and helpless — seems pretty churlish. 

There are many other moments like that. 
They are the exception, to be sure, but that 
doesn’t stop them becoming the kinds of 
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DEAD SPACE 2 


moments where you'd rather quit and fire up 
another game rather than persevere. 

For the most part, though, Dead Space 
2 delivers pretty much more of the same - a 
lot of dark corridors, some heinously hideous 
monsters, and an interesting array of weapons 
and tools for the dismemberment thereof. By 
ramping up so soon to the action, however, the 
sense of horror and mood established in the 
first game is replaced by a faster, more thrill-like 
pace. It’s like comparing Alien to Aliens, though, 
so the change in pace is not a bad thing. 


The tools for the job 


Dead Space 2’s gameplay is, again, more 

of an evolution than a revolution. You have 
much the same spread of weapons - cutters, 
ballistic weapons, and eventually an array of 
more exotic beam weapons — and your trusty 
telekinesis to pick up sharp things and ram 
them at explosive force up the fundament of 
various ‘things beyond the ken of man’. The 
weaponry does seem a little more balanced this 
time around, however, so it’s not quite a case of 
one weapon beating being the be-all-and-end- 
all of monster killing. Plus, many of the game’s 
achievements tie in to the different weapons, 
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so if you’re the kind of player who must have 
all those blessed ‘chievos, you'll be swapping 
weapons in and out of your limited four-clot 
arsenal all the time. 

The Stasis ability is back, too, so when you 
combine all your many powers to generally 
mess up anecromorph, you can have some 
pretty intense battles. You'll slow down one 
wave, only to turn and focus on dismembering 
another beasty, and then judge whether or 
not to reload before focusing on one or the 
other. Much of the game's tension comes from 
just that kind of conundrum, and many of the 
weapons are quite limited in their loadouts. 

It’s not a constant battle, either. There are 
many quiet moments — or quietly horrific ones, 
at least - where you have time to contemplate 
your dim, shattered surroundings. In many 
ways, it Dead Space 2's setting which is the 
real star. 

Every detail of Titan Station, where the game 
takes placed, is beautifully realised. The locking 
mechanisms with inset video-screens on 
apartment doors, the array of equipment and 
monitors in a hospital lab, even the posters and 
signs that dot the station’s common areas... it 
all combines to create a sense of place that is 


truly rare in games. We're almost hoping that 
someone will release a mod that removes the 
monsters, lights the place up, and just lets us 
roam about and explore. 

Of course, it would look even better with 
a properly optimised PC engine... but we're 
getting used to inherently crippled games on 
PC these days. Us? Bitter? No... 


Monster of a game 

So not only do you get this great singleplayer 
experience, but you also get multiplayer... 

but, sadly, that’s not a place. Dead Space 

2’s claustrophobia and tension is wasted on 

a game with other players. What it ends up 
playing like is both a feature-stripped version of 
the single-player, and a poorly executed mod 
for Left4Dead. 

It's just not fun. It’s a shame, because it’s 
things like this that really hold the game back 
from greatness. 

That and those damn shoot-the-glowy-bit 
challenges. Some of us are bloody colourblind!!! 
Ahem. Otherwise, good job EA and Visceral 
Games, and roll on Dead Space 3. (©) DH 


PC, Xbox 360 and PS3 (reviewed on PC) 


Developer Visceral Games 
Publisher Electronic Arts 


Website http://deadspace.ea.com/ 


Gameplay 
Great singleplayer, but forget multi. 


Graphics 
Atmospheric and insanely detailed: é 
despite poor. engine eptinaisatous 


Sound) 
Great voice work, beautiful 
effects and moo! 


y Overall 
We want:to score this 
higher, but really... 
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Monsters 


The prettiest alien movie we've ever seen. 


Director Gareth Edwards 
Starring Scoot McNairy, Whitney Able 
Distributor Madman 


[| would probably be a bit inaccurate to 

call Monsters an alien movie. Or even very 
much of a sci-fi movie. Or... an action movie. 
Or a horror movie. Or... anything really. The 
premise — two people try to cross a stretch 
of land between Mexico and the US that 

has been basically given over to Aliens — is 
really very simple and stock-standard Sci-fi 
alien scary movie fare, but the way Director 
Gareth Edwards has approached it makes for 
something very different. 

For a start, there’s very little action or even 
suspense. What you might expect — lots of 
dark scenes where our heroes sit in wait as the 
world heaves around them, full of creatures; 
lots of running and hiding and creepy music; 
groups of people being torn apart as loved 
ones are dramatically grabbed — is largely 
missing. But nor is this one of those movies 
where we never see the menace, but rather 
just experience the fear the characters have 
for it. Instead, Edwards, for the most part, tells 
the story in a much more straightforward way. 
When the aliens are around, we see them. 
When they're not, we don’t — an uneventful 
night in the infected zone is dealt with in five 
seconds. Within the zone itself, not much is 
drawn out just to serve the greater mood of 
the movie. 

It’s an interesting way to approach the genre, 
with the risk being that the movie ends up on 
the wrong side of ‘boring and pointless’, but... 
it kind of worked. We were still engaged the 
whole time, even if it was in anticipation of 
something more. There was enough underlying 
tension to keep us glued to the screen. 

A lot of that, though, comes from the 
characters, not the story. Learning what drives 

— and ultimately, what doesn’t —- Kaulder and 
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Sam is just as interesting as the alien story. The 
moment where Kaulder, a news photographer, 
is confronted by a child just killed by the 
creatures — a scenario he cynically notes earlier 
in the movie as a photographer's paydirt — and 
we see him reach for his camera, is, in some 
ways, one of the most suspenseful in the entire 
movie. Kaulder’s been painted as a bit of a 
well-meaning fuck-up, but we so badly don’t 
want him to be an outright arsehole. 

But even the way the relationships play 
out is restrained. Early on, when Kaulder 


“ is responsible for the fact that Sam has 


to cross the infected zone by land instead 

of, much more safely, by sea, you’d expect 

a confrontation and yelling and the usual 
Hollywood drama, but instead they just move 
on to solving the problems at hand. 

It's all very refreshing and unexpected. But 
perhaps the most unexpected thing is the 
visuals. For an ultra-low budget effort, every 
single cent makes it onto the screen, whether 
in special effects or background details — like 
the cartoony aliens included on the playground 
murals. The cinematography is, at times, 
breathtaking, and really captures the vibrancy 
and colour of Mexico and Latin America. It’s 
also possibly the most blindingly bright and 
colourful alien movie ever made. 

Like a lot of more classic science-fiction, the 
alien story is actually an analogy for something 
more real — in this case, US attitudes to border 
protection and immigration. One could be 
forgiven for speculating that there would be 
folks in the US who think an ‘infected zone’ 
to the south would be just fine, for all the 
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Hot Dog! We have a Superman! Brit 
Henry Cavill will be the man pulling on the 
big blue suit with the red undies over the 
top. Cavill beat out favourite John Hamm 
for the role and, thus far, seems to be 
considered a pretty good choice. 


By now you will surely have seen our 
Dragon Age II fan vid, and it’s got you thirsty 
for more. Luckily, geek pin-up Felicia Day is 
currently working on her own take on the 
DA story, with a six-part webseries hitting 
the net later this year. 


Kiss Kiss Bang Bang writer/director 
Shane Black may be the man replacing Jon 
Favreau at the helm of Iron Man 3. We quite 
enjoyed Black's last (and first) directorial 
effort, but his involvement with The Last 
Action Hero and The Long Kiss Goodnight 
has us a teeeeny bit worried. 


Mexicans it would keep from getting in and 
stealing jobs/welfare/awesomeness from the 
people who really deserve it. The movie treats 
these issues in the same straightforward but 
understated way it treats everything else, so 
you rarely feel smacked over the head by 

the symbolism. 

For all this, Monsters is not perfect, by any 
stretch. The dialogue sometimes leans towards 
expository and stiff, and while using local 
non-professional talent gives the movie a sense 
of authenticity, it also makes for some pretty 
cheesy performances. And in this day and age 
of huge-budget blockbusters, the aliens look 
kind of low-rent — especially given how much 
effort has obviously gone into the rest of the 
visuals. There's also the obligatory twist at the 
end, which, while it puts a whole different spin 
on the seemingly straightforward conclusion, 
feels a little tacked on and unnecessary. 

Overall, though, this is an enjoyable, visually 
brilliant and thoughtful take on something that 
could have been a lot more hackneyed, and 
we'd happily recommend it. ((@) EG 


P 


Overall 
A very different brand of alien 
movie, but one that works. 
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BIRTHDA 


Ss: Atomic is now officially - and perhaps 
a little drunkenly - TEN YEARS OLD. And 
boy did we celebrate in style! 
| Last month we gathered a hundred of our 
best and brightest, from all the aspects that 
make Atomic what it is (and how awesome it 
is!) for a night of special magnificence. We had 
an even split — about fifty Atomicans, including 
some serious forum stalwarts who are as 
responsible for forging the Atomic identity as 
anyone alive, and about fifty of our industry 
partners from companies as diverse as Dell, 
Altech, Kingston, ASUS and GIGABYTE, and 
many more. 

Not to mention a fine selection of Atomic 
staff past and present, including all bar one of 
the original crew that started it all! Truly, Atomic 
has stood on the shoulders of giants. 

And what did we do? We had a trivia night. 

Not just any trivia night, mind, but an 
awesomely geeky, gamey and downright 
bloody challenging trivia night. Classic tunes 
turned into 8-bit music; obscure lines from 
video games; hardware conundrums — it was 
all there, not to mention the usual array of 
participation rounds just to get people standing 
up and touching their bottoms. 
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‘Tenth Birthday Bash! 


Atomic celebrated its first decade in style. Here’s our report, 
our thanks, and a gallery of pics of the night! 


Some (*cough* Morris! *cough*) were better 
at this than others... 

There was food, there was drinking, there 
was general hilarity. There were tables of top 
tech from our sponsors on the night (and 
a huge thanks to them, too — great work 
Kingston, Antec and GIGABYTE, we couldn’t 
have done it without you!), some of the best 
gamers in the country from Team Immunity, and 
a general feeling of awesome warm fuzziness. 
This was celebrating a hell of an achievement 
after all. 


As | said on the night, if you were in the room 
that night, then you could enjoy knowing that in 
whatever way, you had directly helped Atomic 
make this milestone, but really the people who 
make Atomic are much wider spread than that. 
|, as editor, and someone who was there when 
Ben Mansill started the mag, take great pride 
in the fact that not only do we still have readers 
from that period, or that we still have people on 
the forums who where there when it switched 
on, but that all these people so happily identify 
by that affiliation. Atomicans... | cannot think of 
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another property, print or digital, that garners such loyalty. 

Aside from the readers, we also owe a lot to all the 
companies that have supported us over the years. Whether 
it be through advertising, or sponsoring events, or the 
generous supply of hardware for us to break, bake, bash 
and generally hack, they've one and all helped build Atomic 
into - in my humble opinion — one of the best tech mags not 
only in Australia, but in the world. 

So, thanks everyone, thanks for ten great years. 

PS - Antec, who so generously sponsored our birthday 
bash could not be there on the night, but the folks there 
were nice enough to record a little birthday video for us. It’s 
kinda sweet, so check it out - http://www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=-gr-f4h4jmuU. 
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Best. Year. Ever 


Ben Mansill wishes every year was 2004 all over again. 


s far as gaming good-times go, 2004 

A definitely a bull year. Some may 

: y, and | will today, that it was the best 
year for first person shooters in the last decade. 
For not only was it a year of particularly strong 
releases, it also served as a bolster, or crutch if 
you prefer, that gave us faith that not all was lost 
in the shrinking world of PC gaming. 

It was a year when we dared to hope that 
things were turning around. Its games were 
brash and confident, full of promise and with 
a quite lovely stink of sequelitis. Technical 
innovation was deep in places, while game 
speed was divine. We were cranking out the 
frames on an Athlon, or maybe even a Pentium 
4 system if you were a little bit different. The 
smart kids were greasing out silky frame rate 
juice through a sexy new Radeon X800, or 
relying amply on a Radeon 9800 (or Pro) that 
was looking like being good for at least another 
decade before needing replacement... 

Loserkids, of course, bought a GeForce 
5900 or 6800. It wasn’t the best time to be 
green. Nevertheless, 2004 wasn’t a year when 
anyone worried that they wouldn't be getting 
their money's worth from their 3D hardware 
investment. 


year started with an almighty look out! Though 
we loved it at the time, not everyone realised 
the importance of Unreal Tournament 2004. For 
most serious players it was all about choosing 
either Q3:A or UT: 2004. Combining genius 
and pretty levels with a complete game polish 
that Q3:A lacked, UT: 2004 taught us better 
teamwork. It would come to teach the way of 
the mod, and it was a hell of a way to kick of the 
gaming year. ; 
Teamwork we were familiar with, having 
dedicated entire lives to Battlefield, so when 
2004's Battlefield: Vietnam arrived soon after UT: 
2004 it appealed to practised co-op players who 


There are at least two dozen FPS games of 
note that were released on PC in 2004. The 
year started with an almighty look out! 


Let’s start remembering the 04s, though, with 
anod to Halo 2. Probably the last great game 
on the original Xbox, it pushed the hardware to 
beautiful effect and improved on the first game’s 
story and game world, as well as building the 
legend of Master Chief. But amongst all that we 
looked at it as a testament to the rightness of 
FPS gaming. It sold more copies than there are 
atoms in the universe, staking ground in the face 
of the otherwise relentless trend towards 3rd 


person 3D games. 
There are at least two dozen FPS games of 
note that were released on PC in 2004. The 


perhaps wanted a world leaning towards the 
real and horrible, rather than sci-fi silly. They'd 
proudly point to their Punji sticks and say “has 
your pink and green-skied alien world got shit 
sticks?!” No, it doesn’t!”, and think they’d won.a 
little victory. é 

Co-op gamers were luxuriating in it. This was 
the year of Counter-Strike: Condition Zero, with 
Counter-Strike: Source coming out near the end 
of the year to prove that it wasn’t the end of the 
franchise or engine. Not by a loooong shot. Still, 
even then we'd have given CS another three or 
four years before finally disappearing. We were 
pretty shitty prophets. That’s why it’s safer to 
look back, than forward, kids. 

The rise of co-op and general online gaming 
was Clear to any blind batfish, though. What 
FPS gaming was really all about was the mighty 
single player game. Deep, superbly crafted, 
mesmerising and very replayable. It’s this aspect 
of 2004 that, to my mind, makes it such an 
almighty year. 

We had Far Cry. Bloody Far Cry! The only FPS 
game I’ve played through more than five times. It 
was a mind-blowing, ahead of its time 3D engine 
with draw distances to the very far horizon, white 


yr 
MZsS 


eres SS Sy ee Sees 


sandy beaches and lush tropical bush and an 
open fee! of actually being stuck on a bad island, 
instead of obediently following the next mission 
or level. 

It wasn’t over, though, for dark and 
claustrophobic tunnels, as Doom 3 had us 
spinning on the spot in the dark. Dark but-a little 
richer in story was the unexpectedly fantastic 
The Chronicles of Riddick: Escape from Butcher 
Bay. Also dark, patiently, quietly so, was Thief: 
Deadly Shadows. Anyone who missed either of 
these last two owes it to themselves to spend a 
little retro time with these classics. } 

It wasn’t all rosy in 2004. Painkiller and Star 
Wars Battlefront sunk the mood just a little, but 
never mind, because before the calendar ticked 
over we'd be playing Half-Life 2 and Vampire: 
The Masquerade — Bloodlines. 

Wow. When $800 video cards almost sorta 
made sense, when overclocking was 
more necessity than sport, we had 
mighty game bounty that a good 
beast would eat. It was truly a 
golden time, best not lamented 
for times changed, but treasured, 
even relived. (©) 
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Hacdeoce Gaming Systems 


TORNADO i7S 


NRG™ high performance gaming machines. 
Powered by Intel® technology. 
NRG Tornado i7S 
e Intel® Core™ i7 2600K 3.40GHz - 3.80GHz (8MB Cache) 
Quad Core Processor 
- Overclocked up to 5.00GHz 
¢ Extreme Liquid Cooling with 22.3 Litre Per Minute Flow Rate 
e Intel® P67 Chipset - USB3.0 & SATA3 6Gbps Ready 
Gigabyte® GA-P67A-UD5 Motherboard 
¢ 8GB Corsair® Vengeance® High Performance Dual Channel Memory 
e Dual GeForce® HD GTX 580 1536MB GDDR5 
SLI® - DX11 / 3D Vision Surround Ready 
e 120GB SSD (285/275MB/Sec SandForce Controller) 
e 21B - SATA2 3Gb/s 7200rpm 32MB Cache HDD 
e Blu-Ray™ 12x Writer Drive 
e Antec® Twelve Hundred Unbeatable Gaming Case 
¢ Antec® 900W High Current Gamer PSU (80-PLUS Certified) 
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